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FOSTERING A CULTURE OF INQUIRY II 
Abstract 
This case study of a school district change initiative, the implementation of professional 
learning communities (PLCs), is a narrative reflection from the perspective of a district leader 
in the role of Learning Communities Coordinator. The district's goal was to build teacher 
capacity to improve student achievement by establishing a PLC framework and a culture of 
inquiry to support teachers ' professional learning. Sources of data include the researcher's 
personal narrative with input from the district Superintendent and Director of Instruction. The 
author describes the steps, missteps, and leadership learning gained from the first two years 
of a five year initiative. Fullan 's (2007) stages of innovation and recommended components 
for district-wide reform as well as Kaser and Halbert's (2009) leadership mindsets contribute 
to the analysis of the narrative. New understandings generated from this study may inform 
other school district leaders as they embark upon similar initiatives. 
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Glossary 
The purpose ofthis glossary is to provide a common understanding of some ofthe 
terms that are important to this study. Wherever possible I have supported these definitions 
with references or quotes from the literature. In the instances where references were 
unavailable, I have provided a definition of the term as I have understood and used it in this 
study. 
assessment for learning: The practice of improving learning through assessment using five 
key practices: clarifying and sharing learning intentions and criteria for success ; 
engineering effective classroom discussions, questions, and learning tasks ; providing 
feedback that moves learners forward; activating students as the owners of their own 
learning; and activating students as instructional resources for one another (Leahy, 
Lyon, Thompson, & Wiliam, 2005). 
collaboration: The practice of teachers working together and interdependently to improve 
teaching and assessment practices. It is the process of sharing tasks and 
responsibilities with colleagues, administrators, parents and community members. In 
this process teachers are open with others about how they conduct their practice on a 
daily basis (Mitchell & Sackney, 2011 ). 
collaborative inquiry: The powerful combination of collaboration and inquiry so that 
schools become genuine knowledge-creating communities (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). 
formative assessment: Assessment practices that encompass all activities undertaken by 
teachers or by their students, which provide information to be used as feedback to 
modify the teaching and learning activities in which they are engaged (Black & 
Wiliam, 1998). 
Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA): The Foundation Skills Assessment is an annual 
province-wide assessment of British Columbia students' academic skills. The FSA 
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prov ides a snapshot of how we ll BC students are learn ing foundation skills in Reading 
Comprehension, Writing, and Numeracy (BC Ministry of Education, 201 4). 
inquiry: The practice of asking questions about improving learning that we do not already 
know the answers to . The process of learning about those answers includes 
determining a focus and purpose for learning; engaging in a cycle of learning, taking 
action, and checking to see if those actions have made a difference before we look 
forward to the next learning cycle (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). 
interventions: In a school setting interventions include measures taken by teachers and 
others, above and beyond what all students receive, to help a child succeed in school 
(Buffum, Mattos, & Weber, 20 12). 
learning support teachers: Certified teachers who provide support for students who need 
different teaching or opportunities to learn than what is offered in regular classroom 
instruction . 
ownership: The belief that the benefits of learning are a positive investment in oneself. When 
change is occurring, the learners have a shared vision, they believe in the change, and 
the result is personally rewarding and publicly beneficial (Fullan, 2007; Kaser & 
Halbert, 2009). 
professional learning community: A professional learning community includes school staff 
members who maintain a focus on learning rather than teaching, work collaboratively 
in teams to achieve common goals, and use results as evidence of learning and 
improvement (Eaker et al. 2002). Mitchell & Sackney (2011) described a learning 
community as a vehicle for professional learning and school development. 
school culture: Barth (2002) defined school culture as a complex pattern of norms, attitudes, 
beliefs, behaviours, values, ceremonies, traditions, and myths that are deeply 
ingrained in the very core of the organization. It is the historically transmitted pattern 
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of meaning that wields astonishing power in shaping what people think and how they 
act (Barth, 2002). 
sustainable change: Educational change that endures rather than fades if the educational 
leaders who initiated and implemented the change move on. It is change that requires 
ownership ofthe people involved (Mitchell & Sackney, 2011). 
teacher capacity: The ability of an educator at a given time to meet the needs of the students 
in the classroom. With experience and opportunities to learn, this capacity grows and 
the skill set of the teacher develops so that the ability to meet the needs of students in 
a classroom improves (Allington, 2002). 
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Chapter 1: The Problem 
Chapter Preview 
Advocates of professional/earning communities (PLCs) claim that they can be an 
effective professional development structure to support teachers as they learn and implement 
new strategies to improve student learning and achievement (Dufour, 2004 ). PLCs are small 
groups of teachers who apply new strategies, reflect on the results, and refine the approaches 
until students respond positively (Eaker, Dufour, & Dufour, 2002). Until recently, the most 
common structures for the professional development of teachers did not extend to support 
during implementation but were limited to recommending ideas and strategies for teachers to 
implement independently. Consequently, many promising practices were abandoned because 
teachers found implementation difficult without support for their ongoing learning about how 
to adapt initiatives for their own classrooms (Pullan, 2007). 
In spite of considerable advocacy for PLCs, there are few examples of 
implementation that have portrayed, realistically, the uncertain journey toward building PLCs 
and a culture of professional inquiry in a school or district. As the Learning Communities 
Coordinator (LCC) for a rural school district in central British Columbia for five years, I was 
charged with guiding the district on that journey. Along with my district office colleagues as 
well as school administrators and teacher colleagues, I experienced the challenges, 
uncertainties, and satisfactions of this process. Our purposeful and collaborative leadership 
was an effort to build a sustainable culture of inquiry through the implementation of PLCs 
and thus renew our district 's focus on learning for teachers that would impact learning for 
students. 
Purpose of the Study 
I believe that it is important to document this school district 's journey as a case study 
to contribute to our own district 's development as reflective leaders of a change initiative. 
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Further, a written record of our reflections and analysis steps that, in retrospect, seem right or 
wrong may help to ensure leadership continuity and the sustainability of the initiative in spite 
of inevitable personnel changes. Finally, our story may provide other districts with an 
approach that they can learn from and adapt for their own context. 
For these reasons, I have chosen to explore, in this study, the first two years of the 
process of implementing a PLC initiative in British Columbia School District #27. The 
district 's goal in implementing the PLC structure was to build the capacity of teachers to 
learn from student achievement data and improve their instruction. The leaders of this school 
district recognized the impact classroom teachers have on student learning and believed that 
providing this support for teachers would ultimately provide the greatest benefit to students. 
Three interrelated goals of this initiative were : (a) to implement professional learning 
communities (PLCs), (b) to build teacher engagement in inquiry, and (c) to contribute to more 
positive and learning-focused school cultures. As the school district coordinator of this 
initiative, I was intimately acquainted with the successes and challenges of implementation. 
From the evidence documented formally in this study and informally in the period following 
the study, I believe that the synergy of these three components has brought successful, 
sustainable implementation ofPLCs in the district. I expect that the improvements in teacher 
capacity that I have witnessed will, in time, be confirmed in improved student learning and 
achievement. 
Research Method Overview 
I am calling the method that I designed to produce the case study a reflective 
leadership narrative. This combination of qualitative methods can be thought of as a 
bricolage (Kincheloe, 2001), a research term that comes from a French description ofwhat 
occurs when a handyman makes use of all available tools (Denzin & Lincoln, as cited in 
Kincheloe, 2001). In the design of this research or inquiry method, I combined the careful 
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reflection in practice and on practice described by Schon (1987) with the traditions of 
narrative research used to document educational experience (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). I 
first collected artifacts to prompt my memory ofPLC initiation and implementation from 
2009 to 2011 and then I wrote a reflective personal narrative to describe the decisions and 
events that occurred during that time. Concerned that my own perspective could be 
incomplete or inaccurate, I interviewed two other district leaders who had been involved in 
PLC implementation and invited them to suggest revisions to the narrative. These formal 
participants in the study were Diane Wright, who was the Superintendent at the time, and 
Jerome Beauchamp, the Director of Instruction for the school district. 
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Although constructing a narrative is, in itself, a form of analysis of experience (Moen, 
2006), I also analyzed the revised narrative as data to find answers for my research focus 
questions. These focus questions functioned as predetermined categories of analysis. That is, 
I used my questions to reflect again on the meaning of the story that I had written to extract 
leadership lessons. I hoped this research design would be a synergizing combination that 
would transcend the limitations of a single method (Kincheloe, 200 I) and also be appropriate 
for the context, which was school district leaders learning during and after implementation of 
a district-wide initiative. 
Research Focus Questions 
Near the end of our district's five year PLC initiative, it seemed fitting to reflect on 
the process and success of implementation, to recommend next steps for this district, and to 
extract from the experience some leadership learning that could be helpful to other districts. 
Therefore, my primary research question for this study was: How has this school district 
implemented PLCs to build the capacity of teachers to improve student learning and 
achievement? However, once the story was told, it was important to analyze the steps we had 
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taken in light of the school leadership and change literature, drawing specifically from Pullan 
(2007), Kaser and Halbert (2009), and Dufour and Marzano (20 11 ). 
To guide this analysis, I focused on the following questions: 
1. What factors or decisions contributed to the success experienced so far? 
2. What factors can be seen as challenges to moving toward the goal of improved 
teacher capacity? 
3. What leadership learning resulted from this reflective process and how might it be 
applied as the initiative continues? 
To answer these questions, I first examined how this school district planned, 
implemented, and supported this initiative by reflecting on artifacts and writing a personal 
narrative account of decision-making and events. Then I revised the narrative in response to 
feedback from two other district leaders, including Diane Wright, the Superintendent at the 
time, and Jerome Beauchamp, Director of Instruction. Next, I drew my answers to these 
questions from the narrative that I had created and revised. Finally, I discussed answers to my 
research focus questions in light of the educational change and leadership literature. 
Researcher's Background 
I have been a classroom teacher and district teacher leader for fifteen years. I began 
my career as a secondary Social Studies and English teacher. Literature on assessment and 
learning has had a significant impact on my instructional practices. Early in my career I 
recognized that there had to be more to teaching than creating an assignment, explaining how 
to do the assignment, and then marking the assignment. The students who could do the 
assignment did it and those who could not do the assignment did not: The pattern was 
predictable. Although my classroom teaching often required students to use higher order 
thinking skills such as analysis and synthesis, the practice of teaching those skills to my 
students was missing. I wondered where students experienced deep and meaningful learning. 
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Black and Wiliam 's (1998) article, Inside the Black Box, was pivotal for my learning. 
I was finally able to understand how to use formative assessment to improve student learning. 
Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, and Wiliam (2005) identified five formative assessment practices 
that make a significant difference to student learning: (a) clarifying and sharing learning 
intentions and criteria for success; (b) engineering effective classroom discussions, questions, 
and learning tasks; (c) providing feedback that moves learners forward; (d) activating 
students as the owners of their own learning; and (e) activating students as instructional 
resources for one another. 
Allington 's (2002) research on effective reading instruction also helped me 
understand what makes children become better readers. As a secondary teacher, I developed 
the conviction that I was still responsible for teaching students to read- this was not just the 
responsibility of elementary teachers. I recognized that I had been incorrect in my previous 
assumption that students entering my grade 8, 9, or 10 classes already knew how to read and 
were now ready to read to learn. Allington (2002) and Black and Wiliam (1998) helped me 
make connections between explicit teaching, assessment, and learning. Susan Close (2005) 
and the SMART Learning Framework for Learning also provided me with the methods I 
needed to focus on how to guide my students ' learning to higher order thinking skills such as 
analysis, evaluation, and creativity. 
My task in my new position as LCC was to translate what I had learned about 
teaching for myself to supporting other teachers along a similar learning path. Research from 
Eaker, Dufour, and Dufour (2002) clearly indicated that building the capacity of teachers 
through professional learning is likely to result in improved student learning and achievement. 
Therefore, our district chose the PLC innovation to help teachers build capacity to improve 
their instruction through their own school-based inquiries. As LCC, my job was to foster an 
effective PLC in each school in the district. The challenge was to invite teachers to engage in 
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collaborative inquiry that would improve their teaching and student learning and to weave 
this kind of inquiry into the teaching culture so that ongoing improvement would occur. 
School District Context 
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In our geographically large and culturally diverse rural BC school district, creating the 
conditions for effective and meaningful PLCs was not a simple task. According to the 
2011-12 Student Achievement Plan, this school district had approximately thirty schools that 
served a student population of approximately 5000; 27% of these students were Aboriginal. 
The school district includes 18 communities. Two ofthese communities are urban and the rest 
ofthe communities are rural and often remote. The economies of these communities are 
dependent on forestry and resource extraction. Similar to provincial trends, this school district 
has experienced significant and continued declining enrolment (Initial Options Report, 2012). 
This decline has resulted in an ongoing process of school closures and reconfiguration of 
school buildings and resources (Initial Options Report, 20 12). In 2014, this district continued 
to face significant challenges as a result of declining enrolment and provincial funding 
changes. Therefore, maintaining a focus on improved student learning and achievement 
during times of economic uncertainty and uncertain job security was challenging. 
The PLC Initiative: A District Problem and Proposed Solution 
In order to meet the educational needs of students in this school district, leaders 
recognized that teachers needed support to build their capacity to improve instruction. Our 
PLC initiative began when district leaders planned to tackle the issue of lower than provincial 
average academic achievement by building the capacity of teachers (District Achievement 
Contract, 2011-20 12). This decision was supported by a meta-analysis by Hattie (2009), who 
found that classroom teachers have the greatest effect on improved student learning and 
achievement. 
Several initiatives aimed at improving student learning and achievement had been 
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attempted in the recent past before the LCC position was created, although none had the 
sustainability required for permanent and meaningful change. One of these past initiatives 
included offering teachers after school meetings or workshops focused on how to improve 
students' literacy skills. Another initiative provided skilled literacy teachers in each school 
with 0.1 full time equivalent (FTE) to offer instructional support to colleagues. A third 
initiative included appointing a district principal of literacy to provide leadership and support 
to schools as they worked toward improving the literacy of their students. 
Although each of these past initiatives had met with some success for improving 
student literacy levels, they did not appear to be sustainable. Afterschool and evening 
workshops had limited participation in relation to the total number of teachers in the district. 
Literacy teachers were somewhat isolated and the ongoing 0.1 allocation of time for their 
teacher leadership function varied from year to year and school to school due to funding 
issues. Leadership at the district level to support literacy improvement and provide access to 
provincial organizations and grants was a good idea but funding was insufficient. In spite of 
great efforts and skilled educators, creating a teacher development initiative that was both 
effective and sustainable remained a challenge. 
Our superintendent in the 2008-2009 school year was Diane Wright. She took notice 
of initiatives to support student learning and achievement from around the province of British 
Columbia. She recognized that there were changes that could be made in our school district to 
improve student learning and achievement overall as well bring about improvements in 
literacy, specifically. Wright had prior experience with action research to build educator 
capacity as well as knowledge of PLCs as a relatively new structure for collaborative inquiry. 
Building on this background, she endeavoured to find a way to cultivate PLCs in the schools 
in our district as a step toward improving student learning and achievement. Wright was able 
to secure the budget necessary to support this initiative and hire a Learning Communities 
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Coordinator to implement the plan. I was hired to fulfill this role as the district 's first LCC. 
Characteristics of an Effective PLC 
The characteristics of an effective PLC are: (a) a focus on student learning, 
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(b) collaboration with colleagues, and (c) the use of evidence to guide decision making 
(Eaker et al. , 2002). PLCs and inquiry are identified, in current literature, as critical elements 
of a school culture of learning. Therefore, to begin my work as the new LCC, I needed to 
examine how a leader might initiate PLCs in a positive manner that would engender 
participation and trust. I consulted Eaker et al. (2002), Mitchell and Sackney (20 11 ), and 
Barth (200 1) as my main sources of information. I also examined inquiry as a vehicle for 
learning within a PLC. Kaser and Halbert (2009) provided a rationale for the value of inquiry 
for creating the conditions for a meaningful, long-term impact on classroom teaching and on 
the role of leadership. 
A further component that I considered involved understanding the critical roles of 
school culture and school leadership when looking at school improvement. Roland Barth 
(200 1) provided extensive insight into the importance of school culture and the influence the 
culture of a school has over all activities in a school building. Pullan (2007) as well as 
DuFour and Marzano (20 11) provided important insights into the responsibilities of leaders. 
By the end of the second year of this initiative in June, 2007, I was forming the belief that 
engaging in PLC inquiry under skilful leadership would build positive learning-focused 
cultures in schools and would contribute to improved student learning and achievement. 
Change Process 
Pullan's (2007) summary of the change process was a guide for the PLC 
implementation process in this district. This change process is generally defined as having 
three phases. The first phase is initiation. This phase includes a process leading up to and 
including the decision to proceed with a change. The second phase is implementation, which 
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involves the first experiences of attempting to enact an idea or reform in practice. Fullan 
identified the third phase as continuation. Continuation occurs when the change becomes 
embedded in the system or disappears as a result of a decision to discard the change initiative. 
The result of a successful change process, one in which all stages are carried out effectively, 
is improved student learning and improvement ofthe capacity of the organization. The 
importance of each of these stages was recognized by leaders of this school district as they 
planned to implement PLCs as a capacity-building structure. 
A Case Study Bounded by Time 
This case study is an examination of the first two years of our district 's journey 
towards fostering cultures of inquiry through PLCs. I chose the first two years as a focus for 
the study in order to keep it manageable and allow for an in-depth analysis of the leadership 
decisions and teacher responses for that time. 
In our first year my goal was to build the capacity for understanding the purpose and 
function of a PLC. The intention was to develop PLCs as a tool to build the instructional 
capacity of teachers, because according to Hattie 's (2009) meta-analysis, quality teaching 
through personalization and precision has the greatest effect on student learning and 
achievement. In the second year of this initiative we added the process of inquiry for PLCs. It 
had become apparent that a common process of inquiry would help PLC leaders focus their 
efforts in a meaningful way. 
Overview of Findings 
Throughout this study I have documented district successes and challenges and 
considered the contributing factors. I have recognized some achievements of our PLCs and 
considered the variables that have contributed to these successes. In schools where PLCs 
have not made as great an impact as I had anticipated, I have explored the possible reasons 
for limited growth. I have reflected about how my leadership has developed throughout this 
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experience and how my views of leadership and teaching have evolved. I have also 
considered what I have learned and what other school districts might learn from our 
experience here. 
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As a result of this ongoing reflection, I have come to an understanding that positive 
and supportive school cultures are the foundation for successful school improvement 
initiatives. Without a school culture that supports learning for all, PLCs and inquiry are 
simply task related directives that educators do because they are told to as opposed to 
viewing PLCs and inquiry as an opportunity to engage in new learning that will help support 
the learning needs of the students in classrooms. 
Chapter Summary 
In this chapter I noted that there is ample advocacy for PLCs but few detailed 
examples of implementation at the school or district level. I address that problem in this 
research by providing a case study that is a detailed narrative of our school district ' s journey 
toward building a culture of inquiry through PLCs. I identified the district ' s problem of 
inadequate student achievement and the decision to address that problem by seeking to build 
the capacity of teachers. I described my research method as a qualitative bricolage, which I 
have termed a reflective leadership narrative, with focus questions as predetermined 
categories of analysis for examining the narrative. I shared my background as a teacher who 
transitioned to instructional leadership with the new position of LCC at the district level. I 
provided an overview of the school district context and further background to the district's 
problems. Relevant literature was identified; particularly Hattie ' s (2009) focus on teacher 
capacity and Pullan ' s (2007) stages of change. To conclude the chapter, I provided an 
overview of my findings - the leadership lessons that I want to remember and share. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Chapter Preview 
This literature review provides an examination of the literature relevant to School 
District #27's initiative to implement PLCs in all schools. This review begins with an 
examination of school change and improvement. The review ofthis literature includes 
classroom based changes to build the capacity of teachers and the relevance of personalized 
learning. Literature about district wide reform, the reasons change may fail or succeed, as 
well as the components of strategic planning and sustainability in regard to school change and 
improvement have been included in this review. To address to role of PLCs in this study, I 
have examined the components of PLCs, the impact a PLC can have on a school, the work 
the PLCs can do and the challenges PLCs can face within a school or school district context. 
The final component of this review examines the role inquiry can have in a PLC to 
implement school change and improvement as well as an examination of the important role of 
school culture and leadership with initiating change. 
School Improvement and Change 
The challenge for school and school district leaders is first to identify problems or 
improvement opportunities, match them with potential solutions, and implement the 
structures, processes, and actions that the solutions require. In this section I will explore 
literature that identifies the need for a clear focus for improvement as well as the benefits of 
investing in building the capacity of teachers to realize school change and improvement. 
From the authors cited here, I have come to understand improvement as effecting change in 
classrooms that will improve student learning. This literature and my own district leadership 
experience has led me to the belief that change occurs most effectively by building the 
capacity of teachers as well as building a positive culture of professional learning within 
school buildings and across school districts. 
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Initiating change to improve student learning and achievement requires a 
multidimensional approach (Fullan, 2007). Continuous improvement or the development of a 
learning community requires change to happen at personal, interpersonal, and cultural or 
organizational levels (Mitchell & Sackney, 2000). Change on a personal level requires 
teachers to be willing to reflect on student achievement data and change their teaching in 
favour of promising strategies that may be more effective. Interpersonal change requires 
colleagues to collaborate and share so that what one teacher learns becomes accessible to 
colleagues. In other words, the practice of closing one ' s classroom door to the rest of the 
school is not characteristic of a learning community. Finally sustainable organizational or 
cultural change requires trust and flexibility. A trusting relationship between students, 
teachers, parents, principals, and school district leaders contributes to the conditions for 
teachers to be willing to take risks and learn from mistakes. 
Change in educational practice is not simple. There are many layers to the work that 
teachers do for a variety of purposes. Full an (2007) identified change or innovation in 
instructional practice as the use of new or revised curriculum material, new teaching 
strategies or approaches, and altered beliefs about pedagogical or theoretical understandings. 
Fullan asserted that there can be no sustainable change in practice without a corresponding 
change in beliefs. Therefore, when initiating change it is important for leaders to develop a 
clear understanding of what the change means to each person involved. Change in classroom 
practice is at the root of change in education. If changes are not experienced at the classroom 
level, broader implementation is impossible. 
The root of sustainable change is not necessarily seen in what we do but rather in 
what we think about what we are doing. If the thinking piece has changed, then meaningful 
change has occurred (Fullan, 2007). Fullan (2007) summarized three findings about the 
process of successful change and found that reflective action is at the root of change. First, 
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behaviours and emotions change before beliefs, meaning that we need to act in a new way 
before we get insights and feelings related to new beliefs (Fullan, 2007). Therefore when 
considering change, district leaders must ensure that teachers have supportive opportunities to 
learn and try out new material, curriculum, or practices in order to develop personal 
commitment to the change (Brown & Cherkowski, 2011 ). 
Second, the complexity of the planning document is inversely related to the amount 
and quality of the action, and also student achievement (Reeves, 2006, as cited in Fullan, 
2007). Developing a plan that inquires deeply into one area of teaching and learning allows a 
cohesive focus to be maintained and spin-off applications of the new learning to flourish. 
Schmoker (2004), who has extensive experience and research about developing 
comprehensive school planning documents, would likely agree with Pullan ' s criticism of 
them. Schmoker identified a disconnect between the intent and implementation of most 
school improvement plans that left instructional quality and levels of student achievement 
typically unaffected. 
Finally, Pullan' s (2007) shared vision or ownership (which is unquestionably 
necessary for success) is more of an outcome of a quality change process than it is a 
precondition for success. The understanding of ownership as a result of the change process is 
very similar to the product of the essential assessment for learning practices from Black and 
Wiliam 's (1998) research. Black and Wiliam (1998) identified that the development of 
assessment for learning (AFL) practices inside the classroom will improve student learning 
and achievement. One of the outcomes of classroom experience with AFL has been increased 
student ownership of learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Whether the learners are students or 
teachers, their involvement in the process of learning and change can help foster a sense of 
ownership. With ownership comes an increased likelihood of lasting or sustainable positive 
change. 
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Application of School Improvement Concepts 
There are many good ideas, supported by reliable research, about how to improve 
student learning and achievement in schools. However, in my experience, merely adopting an 
initiative rarely results in meaningful, long term changes and school improvement over time. 
The key to successful change and improvement is unique to each school. District and school 
leadership are two of the critical factors in school improvement and change but the skills of 
the teachers, the culture ofthe school and most importantly the needs of the students are also 
critical factors to be considered. Understanding this unique combination is critical when 
determining goals and planning for how to achieve them. 
Improving student learning and achievement also requires a plan that addresses the 
needs of all of the stakeholders involved in the initiative. District leaders need to consider the 
evidence of student learning that is available. In British Columbia this evidence may include 
report card marks, Foundations Skills Assessment (FSA) results, and any district wide 
assessment evidence that is collected. Once a district focus is determined, the district focus 
needs to be communicated to principals and teachers with a rationale that connects the focus 
with the evidence. 
The allocation of resources to support the initiative is another necessary condition to 
generate success. There are several interpretations of what allocating resources effectively 
may mean. It could mean determining a district leader who will embrace and lead the 
initiative, reflect on the process and be flexible to make the changes that are necessary as the 
school year unfolds. It may also mean assigning school leadership so that expertise can be 
shared. Allocating resources effectively may even mean developing creative school 
timetables that allow for common lesson preparation times for collaboration. Finally, 
allocating resources effectively may mean budgeting for release time to allow teachers to 
participate in new learning or collaboration to improve student learning. 
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Once the learning focus for the whole district has been determined, principals and 
teachers identify their goals at the school level by determining the needs of the particular 
students they serve. From there, a district focus is determined to address the needs of students 
throughout the schools in the school district. In my experience, identifying a district focus is 
not as difficult as it may seem if leaders take the view that learning is holistic and that a focus 
on one area of learning can have positive results for other learning. This is the work that 
individual schools must engage in order to align resources and streamline the learning 
process for all stakeholders involved. 
Building Teacher Capacity 
Building the capacity of teachers is necessary because the skill of the teachers has one 
of the greatest effects on students ' learning (Hattie, 2009). Teacher capacity increases when 
teachers reflect on their practice (Dufour & Marzano, 2011 ), considering what strategies are 
working well for students or not working as intended and what changes to instruction are 
needed to bring about the desired effects for students. This professional learning is not 
complete until changes in teaching behaviours are made and another cycle of reflection on 
data begins. 
Building teacher capacity for data-focused inquiry is a process that requires time and 
encouragement. To school district leaders, this process may seem Jess expedient than issuing 
demands for improvement. When the leadership focus is on meaningful teacher learning, 
conditions such as support, encouragement, and an environment free of intimidation must be 
set. "If the fundamental challenge of school improvement is improving professional practice, 
then strategies based on sanctions and punishment must be replaced with strategies to 
develop the capacity of educators to become more effective" (DuFour & Marzano, 2011). 
Essential qualities of effective teaching practice that improves student learning should be 
reflected throughout the system. Effective teaching is described as deliberate and specific 
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interventions to ensure cognitive change for students. These interventions must be a routine 
aspect of classroom practice in order for improvements in achievement to be made. 
A Move Toward Personalized Learning 
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The Ministry of Education in British Columbia is currently considering moving 
toward a system with an emphasis on personalized, self-directed learning rather than uniform 
learning outcomes (BC Ministry of Education, 2012). Changing the way children are 
educated is necessary to prepare them to become contributing members in a rapidly changing 
society. The goal is to have an education system that is resilient and flexible enough to adapt 
to these changes. The role of educators in the British Columbia school system is to enable 
learners to develop their individual potential and to acquire the knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes needed to contribute to a healthy society and a prosperous and sustainable economy 
(BC Ministry of Education, 2011 ). 
Components of District Reform 
The task of developing PLCs across a district is complex because the initiative must 
connect to a district focus for learning that can align with school goals that meet student 
needs. District, school, and classroom alignment drives district improvement goals forward 
while supporting teachers as they build capacity for change. Fullan, Bertani, and Quinn's 
(2004) New Lessons for District Reform was useful for developing an understanding of this 
process of change in a school district. Their framework for establishing change components 
was designed to support educational leaders trying to achieve large scale reform while also 
fostering ownership and commitment at the school level. The ten components that facilitate 
school improvement are summarized in Table I. 
These ten components do not evolve sequentially but concurrently and over time. In my 
experience, establishing this approach to change requires a significant investment of energy, 
building relationships, and building trust. The Fullan, Bertani, and Quinn (2004) framework 
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for district wide reform may take years to be fully understood and implemented by school 
district personnel. 
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Fullan (2007) has contributed extensive research that reveals what change in 
education actually means. Education must remain relevant to society and the economy, 
although interpretations of society and economy vary widely. Fultan (2007) examined change 
in society and made comparisons with the subjective meaning of change for educators. Fullan 
recognized that taking the time to reconnect with the moral purpose of education and building 
essential knowledge are the two main change forces that drive successful change. 
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Table 1. Ten Components for Districtwide Reform (Fullan, Bertani, & Quinn, 2004) 
Components for Districtwide Reform: 
A Compelling Creating change in a school district requires leaders to develop and 
Conceptualization communicate a compelling conceptualization of the change. In order 
for real, sustained change to happen school leaders need a clear, 
coherent strategy that will guide their actions and build capacity for 
change through training and education. 
Collective Moral Collective moral purpose makes explicit the goal of raising the bar for 
Purpose students, teachers and administrators and also means that everyone has 
a responsibility for improvement. 
The Right Bus This component is confirming that we not only have commitment but 
also the right structure for getting the job done. 
Capacity Building Successful leaders not only improve achievement but also develop 
future leaders who have the capacity to continue to move the learning 
forward. 
Lateral Capacity Building lateral capacity means connecting schools within a district-
Building and even more broadly- to develop new ideas, skills, and practices that 
increase the ability of individuals and organizations to bring about 
improvements 
Ongoing Effective districts continually refine their strategy for improvement by 
Learning maintaining close contact with problems, promoting and inviting 
feedback, and engaging in problem solving actions to fuel deeper and 
more sustainable improvement. 
Productive Initiating change will create disagreements and questions on many 
Conflict levels. The nature of change can imply to some people that something 
was not going well and needs "fixing". This implication may generate 
defensiveness, disagreement, and distrust. Successful leaders must find 
the careful balance between being flexible and being committed to a 
vision. 
A Demanding Effective, highly interactive cultures incorporate high pressure and high 
Culture support; it is impossible not to notice whether someone is doing great 
work or bad work. Because people in these cultures know that 
improvement is tough going, they are more inclined and prepared to 
confront incompetence. Students, parents, and colleagues know when 
poor teaching practices are being tolerated. To do nothing is to accept 
it. Accepting poor teaching implies a lack of caring for the students. 
Low trust cultures do not have the capacity to engage in this difficult 
work. 
External Partners Active external partners can provide districts with the much needed 
funding for training, to translate an idea to action, or as the stimulus for 
tackling issues that might not be addressed otherwise. 
Focused Financial Although the nature of funding American schools (identified in 
Investments Full an's examples) differs from the funding structure in schools in 
British Columbia, the overriding similarity is that ofunderfunding 
(2004). School boards and districts need to be scrupulous in the 
allocation of funds and ensure that the money is being well spent. 
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Developing a compelling concep tualization of change and a moral purpose (Kaser & 
Halbert, 2009) are two components that require educators to embrace and believe in the 
changes as well as develop a sense of personal responsibility to make the change happen. In 
the context of implementing meaningful PLCs in schools across our school district, these two 
components require consistent refinement. I have come to understand that they must become 
an integral part of the daily work of school leaders and the guiding force in the day to day 
work and communication of a school. 
Whenever teachers encounter difficulties or frustration with the process of 
implementing a PLC, it is important to return to the moral purpose and intent of the change to 
decide the best course of action . It is useful to view these experiences as productive coriflict. 
If managed successfully, productive conflict may affirm the conceptualization of the change 
and help to articulate the moral purpose for engaging in the change. Another component of 
successful implementation evident here in our school district is an appropriate structure to 
support capacity building and ongoing professional learning opportunities within and among 
schools. 
However, Fullan, Bertani, and Quinn (2004) advocated an idea that created 
dissonance for me: the idea of a demanding culture. They stated: 
Effective, highly interactive cultures incorporate high pressure and high 
support; it is impossible not to notice whether someone is doing great 
work or bad work. Because people in these cultures know that improvement 
is tough going, they are more inclined and prepared to confront incompetence. 
(p. 6) 
Students, parents, and colleagues know when poor teaching practices are tolerated 
(Fullan, Bertani, & Quinn, 2004). Tolerating poor teaching or doing nothing about it implies 
a lack of caring for students. Although I want great work celebrated, I do not know what can 
be gained by confronting the incompetence of a colleague, besides naming and shaming. An 
incompetent and uncaring teacher can undermine the positive culture of a school and such an 
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issue requires immediate attention. Simply put, the issue of incompetent and uncaring 
teachers must not be tolerated; however, I disagree with the Fullan et al. (2004) approach to 
this issue. 
In my experience, situations involving incompetence are multi-layered and are often 
intertwined with personal issues and health. Confronting the incompetence of a colleague can 
result in undermining the learning culture and trusting relationships. Ongoing support and 
mentorship are available here in British Columbia for teachers who are struggling and I 
believe this is a valuable, viable option for a struggling teacher. When we have students who 
struggle, a demanding culture that confronts incompetence will not improve learning. It will 
alienate and demoralize the student. 
The Fullan et al. (2004) representation of a demanding culture was qualified with an 
existing high trust culture; however, I fear that their approach to cultivating a demanding 
culture will undermine that trust. Mitchell and Sackney (2011) have found that without trust, 
a true sense of community cannot be developed nor can a collaborative culture exist. To carry 
the implication of destroying the sometimes fragile trust that exists among teachers and 
administrators in schools further, the less trust there is, the less likely it is that student 
learning will occur. This is because community building becomes increasingly difficult, even 
impossible without a culture oftrust (Mitchell & Sackney, 2011). The Fullan et al. (2004) 
components for district wide reform are a lens that has allowed me to identify our district 
strengths and areas for development. The framework has also helped me to recognize and 
develop my leadership qualities and to consider what our next steps might be. 
Why Does Change Fail or Succeed? 
To make the best attempt at changing the way teachers work with one another and 
develop a school culture that can sustain this change, it was necessary for me to consider why 
change is difficult and what conditions are needed for success. Fullan (2007) has concluded 
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that change fails if the infrastructures and processes that engage teachers in developing new 
knowledge, skills and understandings are undeveloped. He also recognized that in order for 
change to be successful there must be a deep understanding about new approaches to teaching 
and learning (Pullan, 2007), which includes the selection and use of resources as well as 
teaching practices. Understanding the need to change beliefs or assumptions to sustain new 
practices is crucial for success (Pullan, 2007). 
Seemingly simple assumptions about deducting late marks from student assignments, 
which result in lower marks that do not accurately reflect student achievement, can reduce 
professional conversations about assessment to interpersonal confrontations. This kind of 
interaction diminishes the true purpose of the conversation but also reveals deep beliefs about 
the purpose of the education system in relation to student learning. An important component 
of a learning culture or context for change is for participants to reflect on personal values and 
beliefs in a confident and professional manner. 
Strategic Planning 
Successful change relies on a strategic plan that addresses the multidimensional 
nature of change, creates a structure to support change, and allocates resources to sustain and 
implement the change across the school district and within each school. The risk is that the 
plans often become so large that they are too difficult to implement. Schmoker (2004) 
attributed the failure of a large scale, long term implementation of an educational initiative 
such as PLCs to the strategic plan approach. Although strategic plans are well-intentioned 
and comprehensive, their crippling size makes permanent, comprehensive improvements in 
teaching practice difficult to realize. 
Schmoker (2004) also explained that strategic plans fail because they separate thought 
from action rather than promote smart, short-term cycles of action, assessment, and 
adjustment. Smart, short-term cycles of action, assessment and adjustment allow for the 
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multidimensional approach to change to be embraced. Smaller cycles of action also allow for 
opportunities for reflection and are flexible enough to incorporate new thinking and changes 
in values as learning occurs. Change is then embedded in daily practice and eventually 
reflected in student learning. Schmoker (2004) recognized that educators and students need to 
experience success in these relatively short cycles of inquiry. To facilitate ongoing learning, 
each cycle should also be followed with a careful analysis of the process and opportunities to 
raise new questions. Therefore, implementing and managing change is a large task that 
requires a deep understanding of change processes based on relatively concise and 
meaningful plans. 
Initiating sustainable change requires everyone who is a part of the change to be a part 
of the planning process. It is important for school leaders to have vision, enthusiasm, and 
good ideas but also to recognize that the collective vision and the new reality that is achieved 
may not be what they expected. Significant change involves a certain amount of ambiguity 
and ambivalence about the meaning of the change (Fullan, 2007). Shared reflection on the 
process as it unfolds will result in ongoing adjustments and clarification of the change. 
Therefore, the relatively short learning and assessment cycles that Schmoker (2004) 
identified are a key component to embedding reflection and adjustment into the process of 
change. 
Sustainability 
Andy Hargreaves and Dean Fink (2003) presented compelling ideas about sustaining 
school improvements, sustainable leadership, and the crucial role that leaders have in 
maintaining school improvements over time. Hargreaves and Fink noted the difficulty of 
maintaining a focus on school improvement in the midst of a significant demographic 
turnover of educators (2003). My experience confirms this point. Demographic change and 
FOSTERING A CULTURE OF INQUIRY 
staff turnover are significant issues that a large, geographically diverse district such as ours 
must continually contend with. 
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Hargreaves and Fink (2003) have clearly explained the important shift from 
implementation of new ideas to the institutionalization phase where new practices are readily 
integrated into the practices of most teachers, not just an isolated few. They identify change 
barriers in the institutionalization of certain long-standing teaching practices such as the 
compartmentalization of secondary schools, tracking students by ability, and teacher centered 
instruction. Reformers need to have a clear vision of moving away from these outmoded 
practices and toward alternatives. The institutionalization of long standing teacher practices is 
what Hargreaves and Fink have identified as the complex problem of sustainability of 
innovation and change (2003 , p. 694). Their work has allowed me to see my challenge as 
finding the way to institutionalize promising practices that can be expected to improve 
student achievement in a meaningful and sustainable way. 
Hargreaves and Fink (2003) also defined sustainability as more than whether or not 
something can last; it is about how particular initiatives can be developed without 
compromising the development of others in the surrounding environment, now and in the 
future. They also clearly identified the implications of their definition. One component of 
their definition that resonated with me was thinking about sustainable improvement through 
the lens of an educational eco-system (Hargreaves & Fink, 2003 ). Because diversity is 
essential for a healthy eco-system, it must also be healthy for our education system. This 
ecological approach echoes Mitchell and Sackney's (2009) view of sustainable PLCs as 
living systems, with the ecological understanding that they can be disturbed but not managed. 
This appreciation for diversity directly challenges a common misconception that teachers 
have about district leadership. It dispels the misconception that district leaders want to 
eliminate autonomy and have teachers all do the same thing. Diversity will promote healthy 
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development and change. The challenge is to determine what components of teaching 
practice to keep and why; and conversely, what components of teaching practice should be let 
go. The inclusion of several examples of successful leadership in difficult situations and an 
analysis of less successful leadership was also useful and allowed me to make connections to 
change processes in our school district. 
Professional Learning Communities 
Throughout my experience of developing PLCs to build the capacity of teachers to 
improve student learning and achievement, my understanding has evolved and deepened. 
Getting Started: Reculturing Schools to Become Professional Learning Communities by 
Eaker eta!. (2002) was an obvious starting point for me. This work presented the concepts 
and characteristics of a PLC to define what it is and what it does. These authors described a 
PLC as a school staff that maintains a focus on learning rather than teaching, works 
collaboratively in teams to achieve common goals , and uses results as evidence of learning 
and improvement. 
In Profound Improvement: Building Learning-Community Capacity on Living System 
Principles, Mitchell and Sackney (20 11) offered a broader and more inclusive definition. 
They described a learning community as a vehicle for professional learning and school 
development. However, their vision of a learning community also reflected their belief that 
teaching and learning unfold in a wide array of contexts; students learn from teachers and 
teachers also learn from students. They conceptualized learning communities as having the 
potential to extend teachers ' knowledge base beyond subject and pedagogical knowledge to 
community knowledge about children and youth in a diverse and changing society. Although 
I appreciate Mitchell and Sackney's (2011) preference for the term learning community, I 
have decided to use the term professional/earning community because it reflects my focus on 
building the instructional capacity of teachers and school leaders to improve student learning 
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and achievement for this study. 
Mitchell and Sackney's (2009) book, Sustainable Improvement: Building Learning 
Communities that Endure, described an ecological approach to PLCs. The idea that the work 
and capacity of a PLC is always growing and changing is a prevalent theme for these 
researchers. From an ecological perspective, when one variable of a PLC is affected, the 
impact may be felt throughout the community and the school. Budgets, politics, and trends in 
society all have significant impacts schools and thus reflect the interrelationships present in 
an ecological cycle. Controlling these variables is often beyond the influence of the teacher, 
principal, or even the district superintendent. Therefore, learning resilience to absorb the 
impact of these influences contributes to the strength of a PLC. 
There are parallels between the capacity-building ecological model, in which diversity 
in learning is appreciated, and the current Personalized Learning initiative in British 
Columbia. The goal of personalized learning is to give students more opportunities to direct 
their own learning and diversify the ways that they communicate their learning, as explained 
in the interactive discussion guide on the BC Ministry of Education ' s website : 
Personalized learning for each student in British Columbia means a shift from 
delivering a set of broad, uniform learning outcomes and courses throughout the 
Pre-K to 12 Education Program, to learning that is increasingly student-initiated, 
self-directed and interdisciplinary, and that is facilitated by the teacher and co-planned 
with parents and teachers. (BC Ministry of Education, 20 11) 
It has become clear in the wide range of literature available about the value of PLCs, 
that following a pre-determined checklist or recipe for a successful PLC rarely leads to 
lasting success (Mitchell & Sackney, 2009). The reason is simply that following a 
step-by-step process without input from the people doing the work demonstrates a lack of 
understanding and ownership and results in a task oriented initiative and feelings of futility. 
Brown and Cherkowski (20 11) also recognized that it is difficult for teachers to create the 
social conditions necessary for ownership of learning if teachers have not experienced this 
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kind of learning themselves. The authors tenned this phenomena social symmetry, meaning 
that people, in this case teachers, are likely to pass on the social conditions that they have 
experienced for themselves. Mitchell and Sackney (as cited in Brown & Cherkowski, 2011) 
also recognized the need for new experiences to contribute to a sense of ownership in 
learning, understanding that people in a living system return to others the kinds of responses 
that they have received themselves. 
Identifying essential components for a successful PLC is a necessary first step. But 
from there, each PLC must navigate its own process to integrate professional learning and 
collaboration with student learning so that growth is reflective of the people involved. 
Mitchell and Sackney's (2009) ecological approach emphasized the human element in the 
work of a PLC. Their perspective has offered leaders the capacity to recognize that when one 
component of the community is changed, a staffing change for example, then the rest of the 
community will be impacted; new people need to be integrated into the structure and culture 
of a PLC. This ecological approach shows that authentic PLCs are resilient and can absorb 
change rather than start over. 
Impact of PLCs. Another argument that supports the effectiveness of PLCs for 
implementing sustainable change in teaching and learning was presented by Foard and Haar 
(2008). These authors demonstrated that student academic achievement is higher in schools 
with collaborative teacher communities and that in these schools, socio-economic status had 
less effect on achievement gains . Low socio-economic status may often be perceived as a 
significant barrier to improving student learning and achievement. In our school district, not 
unlike many other districts in British Columbia, there are many children who are considered 
vulnerable due, in part, to their low socio-economic status. Sharing evidence that teacher 
collaboration reduces the impact of low socio-economic status on student achievement may 
be an incentive for schools to implement PLCs; this process and structure is likely to support 
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vulnerable students. 
McLaughlin and Talbert (2006), in a synthesis of studies, identified a wide range of 
statistical data to support the claim that school-based PLCs can improve both teaching and 
learning. The evidence that they presented included: (a) positive effects of teacher learning 
community measures on student achievement for both regional and nationally representative 
school samples; (b) strong correlations of teacher learning community with teaching 
practices that predict student learning gains ; and (c) strong correlations ofteacher learning 
community and student experiences of the school and class. Although this analysis was 
drawn from American studies, it contributed to my rationale for implementing PLCs across 
our school district. This rare source of data on fully functioning PLCs that produce 
measurable achievement results shows that PLCs focused on collaboration to improve student 
learning are an ideal worth striving for. 
A PLC is one way for educators to engage in their own learning with the potential 
to benefit student learning and achievement. Foord and Haar (2008) have identified five key 
adult learning needs to consider when structuring PLCs as effective learning for adults: 
1. Adult learners need to learn through experience within a real setting or context. 
2. Learning for adults is socially transacted, negotiated, relationship-based, and 
collaborative. 
3. A key difference between adult learning and pedagogy is that adults prefer 
self-directed learning. 
4. There is wide agreement that adults need to participate in individual or group 
reflection on their learning. 
5. There is also an increasing awareness of the need to learn in a community of 
learners. 
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Foord and Haar' s (2008) findings about adult learning demonstrate a solid connection 
to research from Eaker et at. (2002) and Mitchell and Sackney (2009). Adults have different 
learning needs than do children; these learning needs include self-directed learning, learning 
from experience in real life settings, and engaging in reflection within a community of 
learners. These are all qualities that are present in a PLC as identified by Eaker et at. (2002) 
and a sustainable learning community as described by Mitchell and Sackney (2009). 
Recognizing the differences between adults learning in a professional setting and students 
learning in a classroom is an important distinction for PLC leaders and district educational 
leaders. An inference I have drawn from Foord and Haar (2008) is that leaders should 
recognize and value the contributions and experience ofPLC members, so that teachers do 
not feel as though they need to re-learn how to teach. Consequently, the may be less likely to 
become reluctant or resentful of the process. 
Features of PLCs. Eaker et at. (2002) have made significant contributions to the 
literature about how to develop meaningful PLCs. These authors identified three essential 
elements for a functioning PLC : (a) maintain a focus on learning, (b) work collaboratively 
and purposefully in teams, and (c) use results as evidence of student learning. These three 
elements, or as the authors refer to them, three big ideas, represent the core principles of a 
PLC. 
The Eaker et at. (2002) principles are a starting point for implementing PLCs but a 
focus on sustainability (Mitchell & Sackney, 2011) guides leaders to aim to embed teachers ' 
orientation to learning deeply in the culture of the school. Sustainability through an ongoing 
culture of inquiry sets the learning community approach apart from the host of professional 
development workshops that teachers attend every few months. Unfortunately, workshops 
without follow-up rarely result in lasting change that promotes professional learning as well 
as improved student learning and achievement. Mitchell and Sackney (20 11) have extended 
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the important component of sustainability to view learning communities as living systems 
that can grow and change. 
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Eaker et al 's (2002) three big ideas about the essential elements of a PLC are worth 
examining in detail because these elements were the starting point for establishing PLCs in 
this district. The first essential element identified by Eaker et al (2002) shifted the focus of 
collaborative reflection from what teachers are teaching to what students are learning. A PLC 
approach ensures that the work of teachers is focused on the factors that make a difference to 
students and their learning. Although a focus on student learning may seem obvious, it is 
essential to make this distinction in order to shape our thinking about PLCs. When one thinks 
about teaching one might think of what one must plan and prepare to teach the students in our 
classes. However, re-framing our thinking from teaching to learning shifts the focus of the 
work we do. A focus on learning puts our energy where it needs to be to get the best possible 
results for our students, then the plans and lessons that will be prepared will flow from the 
focus on student learning. 
After establishing an explicit focus on student learning, Eaker et al. (2002) suggest 
that PLCs must further clarify what evidence will be needed in order to determine when each 
student has learned it and finally to develop meaningful responses or interventions to support 
students when they struggle with their learning. An explicit focus on student learning is also 
reflective of a constructivist approach to learning, which exists when teachers select 
interactive learning opportunities that elicit higher order thinking skills from their students 
(Mitchell and Sackney, 20 II). 
In order to encourage members of PLCs to deepen their thinking about student 
learning, Dufour, Dufour, Eaker, and Karhanek (2004) pose three questions for PLCs to 
consider. The first question they posed is "What do we want each student to learn?'' (Dufour 
et al. , 2004). This question articulates the focus on student learning. The next question they 
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asked is "How will we know when each student has learned it?" (Dufour et al., 2004). This 
question focuses on the need for meaningful assessment and evaluation and allows for the use 
of results as evidence of students learning. And finally they ask, "How will we respond when 
a student experiences difficulty in learning?" (Dufour et al. , 2004). This question leads to 
planning for interventions for students who struggle so that the interventions are immediate 
and students are not permitted to fall behind. Later in 2012 at the PLC Summit in Vancouver, 
British Columbia, Dufour posed a fourth question to address the needs of students who are 
competent learners. He asked, "How will we respond to the students who already get it?" 
This additional question is intended to remind teachers to keep the focus on the needs of the 
whole class as well as the vulnerable students. These questions are the driving force for the 
classroom work that teachers in a PLC engage in. 
The follow-up book to Getting Started is Whatever It Takes: How Professional 
Learning Communities Respond When Kids Don r Learn (Dufour et al., 2004) addresses some 
of the difficult work that needs to be done when working towards building PLCs in schools. 
Dufour et al. (2004) tackle some of the hard questions that PLCs struggle with. The authors 
consider the issues raised in regard to the question about how PLCs respond when students 
struggle with their learning were very helpful (2004). The first of these issues addressed the 
need for the response of the PLC to be an intervention rather than a remediation (Dufour et al., 
2004). Remediation differs from intervention because with remediation the support for 
student learning happens after the student has failed. Focusing on an intervention helps 
ensure that students are supported as soon as they experience difficulty rather than waiting 
until they experience failure and then attempting to rectify the learning. 
An important component of the work of a PLC is developing an intervention process 
to support struggling learners. One of the important issues Dufour et al. , (2004) raised about 
responding to the needs of students is the need to have a systematic response to struggling 
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learners. A systematic response to students struggling with their learning means that schools 
have a process of intervention that is consistently implemented in a timely manner. Therefore 
students who struggle with their learning and receive support for their learning outside of the 
classroom, receive consistent support from one person to another. Thus the potential for 
confusing vulnerable learners with mixed messages is minimized. 
A timely response is important because it means that students get the intervention they 
need when they need it. When the interventions are systematic, the needs ofthe students are 
more readily met and valuable time is not lost. Dufour et al. , (2004) advocated that the 
interventions are not only consistent and timely, but that they are also a directive for students 
who are struggling. However, it appears somewhat questionable to me to issue students 
struggling with their learning a directive for getting extra help with their learning and risks 
further entrenching a culture of compliance for students and teachers rather than a learning 
culture, especially for struggling students at the secondary level. Mitchell and Sackney (2009) 
note the dichotomy between a culture of compliance and a culture of learning and the 
negative ramifications of a school culture where students must comply with these structures 
in order to be given the opportunity to learn. Although there is some appeal in making student 
participation in addressing their learning needs a requirement, there is also the potential for 
resistance from reluctant students and thus, the PLC runs the risk of creating a culture of 
compliance rather than a culture oflearning. In spite of the appeal of making student 
participation in their learning intervention a requirement, I believe it runs a great risk of 
undermining the culture of learning that PLCs work so hard to cultivate for all learners in a 
building, students and educators. Although I disagree with Dufour et al. 's (2004) approach to 
supporting struggling learners by mandating student participation outside the classroom, I 
certainly recognize the need to engage students so that they participate in their own learning. 
Therefore the challenge lies in finding the way to make learning communities relevant and 
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meaningful , while fostering a positive and inclusive learning culture for all. 
One of the dichotomies illustrated in Figure I that Mitchell and Sackney (2009) raise 
is that traditional school structures "cultivate compliance" rather than "foster learning." This 
compliance culture is reflected in Dufour et al. ' s (2004) work in Whatever it Takes where 
they advocate for a directive response to students struggling with their learning. Mitchell and 
Sackney (2009) differ in their approach because they believe that if the learning is made to be 
personally relevant and meaningful, then students will be engaged and intrinsically motivated 
to learn. Under these circumstances, the need for issuing directives is moot. The bell schedule 
and timetable are two other powerful mechanisms by which students are brought into 
compliance; other mechanisms include curriculum requirements and exams (Mitchell & 
Sackney, 2009). Mitchell and Sackney (2009) recognized the negative ramifications of a 
school culture where students must comply with these structures in order to be given the 
opportunity to learn. In order for learning to be authentic and sustainable, it must have 
personal meaning or relevance for students (Mitchell & Sackney, 2009). Fullan (2007) also 
identified the importance of a shared understanding of the meaning of the change initiatives 
because a common understanding of meaning will fuel motivation and sustainable teacher 
learning. 
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•cultivate compliance (Mitchell & Sackney, 
2009) 
•isolated workshops, separate from classroom 
practice (Schmoker, 2004) 
•reform (Schmoker, 2004) 
•independent application of curriculum (Eaker, 
et al., 2002) 
•statements about learning are generic (Eaker 
et al., 2002) 
•Primary focus is on teaching (Eaker et al., 
2002) 
•Goals are difficult to measure 
•Decisions made democratically 
•choice of teaching strategies based on 
teacher preference 
•improvement efforts tend to shift frequently 
with trends and fads (Eaker et al., 2002) 
•foster learning (Mitchell & Sackney, 2009) 
•ongoing supported collaboration about the 
application of expert knowledge in the 
classroom (Schmoker, 2004) 
•collaboration (Schmoker, 2004) 
•Collaborative approach to curriculum (Eaker 
et al., 2002) 
•statements about learning are specific, (Eaker 
etal., 2002) 
•Primary focus is on learning (Eaker et al., 
2002) 
•Goals are specific and measurable 
•Decisions collaboratively made based on 
reliable reseach 
•choice of teaching strategies based on effect 
on student learning 
•improvement efforts are resilient to fads yet 
have the capacity to implement new 
strategies that will enhance the learning focus 
(Eaker et al., 2002) 
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Figure 1: Dichotomies: Conventional Schools and Professional Learning Communities . This 
figure demonstrates the dichotomy among schools that have a conventional school structure, 
without PLCs and schools that function PLCs. 
The first essential element for a successful PLC as identified by Eaker et at., (2002) 
was a focus on student learning. The second essential element of a PLC identified by Eaker et 
at. , (2002) focuses on collaboration. Developing a culture of collaboration is a process where 
teachers consistently work together to question their practices and generate deeper thinking 
about what we are doing in our classrooms and what we can learn from one another 's 
successes and frustrations (Dufour, 2004). The structures and schedules of schools perpetuate 
some teaching to be isolated and unchanged over time. This can be particularly frustrating for 
students and teachers struggling with keeping education relevant and meaningful for students. 
When a school leader initiates an educational change with the intent of promoting 
professional collaboration as a method to implement the change, it is important to note that 
this initiative is twofold. The educational change is one aspect but a collaborative approach to 
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implementation may also be a significant change to the ways teachers work. It is important 
for school leaders to understand the potential magnitude of these changes (large or small) on 
teachers and to be resilient and responsive in the face of resistance or indifference. The value 
of teacher collaboration and the debilitating effects ofteacher isolation have been well 
documented (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992 as cited in Fullan, 2007). Rosenholtz 's (1989) 
groundbreaking research documented the value of collaboration in relation to the ability and 
willingness of the teachers to change and resulting in improved student learning (as cited in 
Fullan, 2007). Collaboration must be an activity that teachers are willing to engage in, 
appreciate the value of, and believe in. Collaboration must be more than something teachers 
are told to do. Developing a culture of collaboration is an essential component of a PLC; 
without it the meaningful work of a PLC will be stymied. 
The third essential element for a PLC is to understand and appreciate the use of 
student evidence of achievement (Eaker et at. , 2002). This element requires members of the 
PLC to use ongoing formative assessments to determine the current achievement levels of 
students and then monitor achievement levels throughout the learning process to determine 
the effect of the interventions teachers are using to focus instruction and improve 
achievement (Dufour et al. , 2004). Examining student evidence provides teachers with 
specific information that communicates the growth of students in a particular skill area over a 
period of focused teaching and collaboration. Examining student evidence also allows 
teachers to determine if the strategies used to develop a particular skill had the intended 
outcome. When used correctly and in a climate of trust, focused collaboration among teachers 
about student evidence of learning can provide teachers with valuable information they can 
use for further teaching. 
The use of student evidence is inherently important as a tool to indicate to teachers 
where students are in their learning and thus indicates to the teachers where they need to go 
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next in their learning. Without the use of evidence, the explicit focus for instruction will 
remain unclear for both teachers and students. In British Columbia however, there appear to 
be vastly different purposes for the use of student evidence of learning. The purpose of 
communicating evidence of student learning from the Ministry of Education may be quite 
different than a school district, school, or classroom's purpose for communicating evidence of 
student learning. The media also communicate student evidence of learning for its own 
purposes. Because the purposes of gathering and communicating student evidence of learning 
varies greatly from teacher to teacher and beyond, the interpretations of the evidence vary 
and conflicts arise. Due to a history of conflicting uses of student evidence of learning, some 
teachers have become hesitant about communicating evidence. Gathering and discussing 
student evidence of learning requires careful planning and assurances about the purpose of 
sharing student evidence of learning. 
These three ideas have had a significant influence on the approach I have used to 
develop PLCs in each of our schools. These ideas have allowed us to maintain our focus in a 
productive way. 
Work of a PLC. Understanding of the structure and purpose of professional learning 
communities was only the beginning. Embedding PLCs into the daily work of a school 
requires much more. Reculturing schools is not an easy task and has been an ongoing and 
underlying factor in the work that I have been doing with PLCs. Eaker et al. , (2002) 
developed a framework that identified the importance of a shared mission, vision, values, and 
goals, the necessity of collaboration and the value of using results of student learning. Their 
framework for PLCs outlined the important work involved in developing and maintaining a 
clear focus on student learning as identified earlier in the three crucial questions: (a) What do 
we want our student to learn? (b) How will we know when they have learned it? and (c) How 
will we respond when students experience difficulty with their learning? (Eaker et al. , 2002). 
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This conceptual framework is important because it forces members of a PLC to think through 
and understand how PLCs function and become successful. It is important to note that this 
framework is conceptual and is not simply a recipe to follow that will result in a successful 
product. Establishing this conceptual framework takes a lot of time, deliberate leadership, and 
careful planning. 
The process of shifting from a traditional school model without PLCs embedded in 
the school culture to a PLC model, as identified in Figure 1, may take years to accomplish. 
Eaker et al. , (2002) recognized the significant amount of time required tore-culture a school. 
Reculturing schools so they shift from a conventional school model to schools as PLCs is an 
ongoing process. Small steps towards cultural change in schools are not tidy, nor are the 
easily categorized. Initially the process is highlighted by small pockets of change that must be 
celebrated and then need ongoing support and encouragement are required to keep growing. 
In order for educators to have a meaningful conceptual framework to learn from, it would be 
helpful to see examples of the in-process work to identify with, rather than the polished end 
products as seen in the published work from Eaker et al. , (2002). This work takes years of 
conscious and deliberate efforts to fully implement. The educators who are on the initial 
learning curve ofPLCs require evidence and examples of some ofthe small steps of the 
process. 
Challenges facing PLCs. Not everyone agrees that PLCs are a sustainable model for 
school change and improvement. There is a lot of literature about the idea of PLCs, but in 
reality there are very few models or case studies in the literature about PLCs that demonstrate 
sustainable improvements in student learning and achievement. Schmoker (2004) has stated 
that even though we know that school improvement requires building the capacity of 
educators to function as a PLC, there are precious few genuine examples of true learning 
communities that have actually made a difference to student achievement. Schmoker (2004) 
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stated that we need to look for evidence that argues for the right kind of learning communities 
(emphasis added). Schmoker's (2004) audience, myself included, would undoubtedly pause 
to ponder the question: What are the right kinds of learning communities and how are they 
achieved? 
Schmoker (2004) attributed the failure of a large scale, long term implementation 
of PLCs on the ' strategic plan' model. He wrote that the crippling size of strategic plans 
makes permanent, comprehensive improvements in teaching practice fail and that although 
these plans were well thought out, comprehensive, and well intentioned, they did not create 
the change they anticipated. Schmoker (2004) also noted that strategic plans fail because they 
separate thought from action rather than promote smart, short-term cycles of action, 
assessment, and adjustment. My experience with implementing and developing PLCs also 
supports the understanding that small, short-term cycles of action, assessment, and 
adjustment support successful implementation. Short cycles of change are manageable for 
teachers and can be incorporated into regular classroom practices and allow them to see the 
results of their efforts sooner. Seeing the products of the changes teachers have implemented 
fosters feelings of success and enthusiasm and thus encourages more experimentation with 
change. 
Schmoker (2004) also recognized that educators and students need to experience 
success in a relatively short learning and assessment cycle and that this cycle should also be 
followed with a careful analysis of the process, opportunities for reflection, and opportunities 
for new questions to be raised that may continue to facilitate the learning process. He 
identified the key to making teacher learning meaningful is to replace the isolated workshop 
model, where an expert delivers knowledge of good teaching and teachers listen, with 
communities of teachers learning through ongoing collaboration and reflection about practice 
(2004). Schmoker's (2004) desire to eliminate the learning in isolation workshop model is 
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constructive as long as learning communities continue to have access to expert knowledge 
made available for collaboration. Attending a workshop provides teachers with important 
opportunities for learning new information and ideas. The PLC model is the vehicle that 
facilitates the transfer of new ideas and information about teaching and learning into 
classroom practice. If the information learned in a workshop does not receive implementation 
support through a PLC, then the likelihood of and sustainable implementation is diminished. 
Schmoker (2004) presented a strong argument against strategic planning and in turn 
promoted the PLC model. He questioned why genuine PLCs are so rare and wondered how 
to find the tipping point from reform to collaboration (Schmoker, 2004). The most significant 
part of his argument against strategic planning is the lack of implementation. When resources 
are front-loaded to create the plan, yet the resources to maintain the focus and implement the 
plan are lacking; or if the plan is presented in a way that does not foster ownership or genuine 
participation of the teachers the plan is made for, or is issued as a directive, the plan is less 
likely to be successful. Full an ' s (2007) concept of meaning and the importance of teachers 
believing that the work they are doing is meaningful and valued also supports Schmoker's 
(2004) criticism of centralized, strategic planning without a manageable plan for 
implementation. 
On the issue of some of the challenges PLCs must overcome, Bruce Joyce (2004) 
recognized the value of a PLC and that the idea of a team engaging in inquiry is not new and 
that this movement has been around for decades. However, in spite of the recognized value of 
this movement, it has never taken hold in a substantial way. Joyce (2004) has indicated that 
because this movement has not achieved large scale implementation, the prospects for the 
successful implementation of collaborative inquiry are weak. Another concern raised by 
Joyce (2004) questioned how one might actually change the way school staff are organized 
and how they interact. The implication is that in Joyce ' s experience, many change initiatives 
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regarding collaboration have been talked about but none of these initiatives have resulted in 
meaningful , long term change in the way school staff work together. One further concern that 
Joyce (2004) raised was in regard to the kind of research needed to test ideas and generate 
appropriate modifications as experience with PLCs is gathered. This is an issue that opens a 
vast number of opportunities to engage in further research to answer this question, perhaps in 
the direction of the psychology of a collaborative workplace. 
Joyce (2004) considers leadership to be one of the critical factors in developing a 
successful PLC. One component of school improvement that Joyce (2004) raised is 
leadership. He wrote that when schools resist the leadership of the principal or teacher leaders 
do not embrace change or education initiatives, the staff are generally divided and do not 
work collaboratively with one another (Joyce, 2004). Joyce (2004) reflected that perhaps 
leadership is a matter of building norms as well as facilitating a process and proposed that 
principals, as school leaders, are the critical elements in developing problem-solving norms in 
schools . In other words, successful leadership requires building a positive school culture. 
When it comes to classroom practices and student learning, the ability of the principal to be 
responsive to the needs and interests of the staff and retaining the capacity to develop a 
culture of learning and problem solving norms is essential for improving student learning and 
achievement. Joyce (2004) questioned Schmoker' s (2004) examination of schools that were 
successful at implementing improvements and wondered ifthe success can be attributed 
solely to the collaborative structures, as Schmoker identified, or if the success was due to 
energetic and artful leadership. To me the answer is quite obvious. It is both. Collaborative 
structures combined with energetic and artful leadership facilitate a positive learning culture 
and improved student learning and achievement. Joyce (2004) found that leadership is the 
critical element for success and Schmoker (2004) found that the collaborative structure is the 
critical element. Skillful leadership is essential for setting the direction for growth and 
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improvement. A well supported structure to promote and support collaboration is required to 
successfully cultivate teaching practices that improve student learning and achievement. Part 
of this well supported structure to promote and support collaboration is using inquiry as a 
process to engage in new learning and reflect on the impact this new learning has on student 
learning and achievement. Therefore, even though developing and engaging in a meaningful 
PLC is not a simple recipe for success, there is significant support for the implementation and 
support of a PLC. Finally, as I return to the question Schmoker (2004) called in regard to the 
right kinds of learning communities and how they are achieved, I return to the ecological 
model of learning communities from Coral Mitchell and Larry Sackney (20 ll ). If Schmoker 
(2004) believed that the right kinds of learning communities move from thoughts to action, 
are manageable, engage in meaningful teacher learning through collaboration and reflection, 
and most importantly, have the capacity for long term implementation of change reforms, 
then yes we are cultivating the right kinds of PLCs here in our school district. Mitchell & 
Sackney (20 II), Eaker et at. , (2002) would also concur that the qualities of an effective PLC 
as Schmoker (2004) described are essential for permanent change and improvement to 
student learning. 
Ongoing training and support are critical elements for the success of a PLC (Eaker et 
al. , 2002). A one-day workshop to learn and understand an idea is valuable but in order for 
effective implementation of good ideas to occur, structures to support implementation 
following new learning are essential. In this district, this support is part ofthe role of the PLC 
leader. These leaders are not required to be an expert in pedagogy, but they do require 
training and support in becoming facilitators of collegial learning. Fountas and Pinnell (2009) 
report that the learning of the educators is directly linked to the learning of the children. John 
Hattie (2009) also has strong evidence linking the capacity building of teachers to improved 
student learning and achievement. Therefore, it has become important to find a way to 
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continue to support the learning of our educators in this school district. Fountas and Pinnell 
(2009) in the context of the Reading Recovery program (a literacy intervention program that 
specifically targets grade one students who struggle with becoming readers), have also found 
that in an increasing number of schools and districts, a literacy coach plays a key role in 
fostering a school culture that supports teacher participation in continuous collegial learning. 
Their model for continuous collegial learning is valued by the teachers involved. Therefore 
Fountas and Pinnell ' s (2009) Keys to Effective Coaching as identified in Figure 2, provide 
methods for constructive collegial coaching, and has been helpful for PLC leaders who were 
not yet comfortable with their leadership role. 
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Fountas & Pinnell's Keys to Effective Coaching: 
• Begin by clarifying your role as coach: Communicate your understanding of the role of 
your administrator and your colleagues. 
• Foster a collaborative culture so long-lasting change in teacher beliefs and practices is 
possible. 
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• Build a strong relationship with your administrator by meeting regularly to communicate 
essential information, problem solve together, and advocate for active support for 
collegial work in the school. 
• Work to get a clear description ofthe school ' s literacy program -the values, beliefs, and 
theoretical underpinnings that lead to the instructional practices and assessment system. 
• Work to establish trust, open lines of communication, and cultivate an atmosphere of 
collegial collaboration and problem solving. 
• Help your colleagues develop their understandings of how children build a reading and 
writing process over time. 
• Ground your coaching conversations in behavioral evidence and root all decisions in 
rationales. 
• Listen actively to your colleagues and use language that communicates respect, opens 
conversation, and facilitates genuine inquiry in your coaching conversations. 
• Combine the teacher' s agenda with your expertise to lift her understandings. 
• Help teachers use professional resources so they can become more independent with their 
learning. 
• Build your expertise but don 't present yourself as ' the expert.' 
• Focus on ' change over time ' in teaching understanding, student achievement, and the 
culture of the school. 
Figure 2: Fountas and Pinnell 's Keys to Effective Coaching. This figure identifies specific 
skills that are helpful in collegial coaching environment. 
Dufour et al. ' s (2004) model for developing strong PLCs and the ' Keys to Effective 
Coaching' from Fountas and Pinnell (2009) both focus on learning. The Fountas and Pinnell 
(2009) model has a much greater focus on the relationships among the adults in the building 
and this plays a significant role in the culture of a school. Using the ' Keys to Effective 
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Coaching' as a guideline and being mindful of Eaker et al. ' s (2002) three questions for 
developing strong PLCs will support and guide the process of fostering a school culture that 
promotes learning for all and will establish the conditions for an emerging positive school 
culture. 
Therefore, the benefits of a PLC, according to the research, are great. Even though 
there is disagreement about the impact PLCs have on student learning and achievement and 
their capacity to be sustainable, I maintain that the ideas and the principles of PLCs provide a 
solid foundation for teacher collaboration to improve student learning and achievement. PLCs 
are venues for thoughtful and purposeful solutions to problems of classroom instruction 
and/or student learning; they generate confidence among educators examine educational 
issues with a greater pool of expertise and ideas to draw from through collaboration. PLCs 
also provide systemic assistance to beginning teachers and struggling learners. It is clear that 
PLCs provide a venue for greater learning at all levels of the system of education. Yet the 
challenge of motivating professionals to become involved, to see the PLC as a resource and 
not another task and not an insidious tool educational leaders are using to manipulate 
education and spy on teachers is still a significant issue that requires attention if successful 
implementation is ever to be achieved. Reaching teachers who are willing to explore the idea 
of participating in a PLC was only one component of my goal. Structural and contextual 
changes were also needed to fully benefit from the power a PLC can invoke upon teacher and 
student learning. 
Inquiry 
Professional inquiry is the systematic, intentional study of one 's own professional 
practice (Fichtman Dana, Thomas & Boynton, 2011 ). Educators engaged in professional 
inquiry seek out improvements through change (Fichtman Dana et al., 2011 ). They 
participate in a collaborative process of posing questions, determining criteria for success, 
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engaging in new learning and teaching activities, collecting and analyzing evidence of 
student achievement, reflecting on the results, and considering new questions. The learning 
needs for adults as identified by Foord and Haar (2008) are directly connected to an inquiry 
approach for professional learning. Understanding that adults need self-directed learning, 
learning from experience in real life settings and need to engage in reflection within a 
community of learners, meant that my decision to move toward an inquiry approach for our 
PLCs would be a process that would best meet the learning needs of teachers (Foord & Haar, 
2008). Using an inquiry approach allowed my colleagues to learn efficiently and in a 
meaningful context. Using an inquiry approach also provided a structure to see the learning 
through to an end result and helped minimize the tendency for professional learning to drop 
off during the school year when other deadlines consume our time and energy. An inquiry 
approach allows for flexibility and provides a structure that keeps participants engaged in the 
process and sustains the momentum of a professional inquiry. Thus another important facet 
of the work I was doing in our school district was to support PLC leaders to recognize the 
differences between pedagogy and adult learning and consider these guidelines when 
planning for effective professional learning and development of educators. 
There is more than one way to engage in an inquiry. Kaser and Halbert (2009) have 
identified narrative, appreciative, problem based, and the spiral of inquiry as models of 
inquiry. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) define narrative inquiry as a method of inquiry that 
uses personal experiences and stories from and about people to develop meaningful 
generalizations. Narrative inquiry is a research method that is used in education because it 
includes the human component of the work of educators that sometimes is overlooked in an 
evidence-based approach (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). Narrative inquiry appeals to the natural 
tendency for people to tell stories to help make sense of the world. Appreciative inquiry is 
another model of inquiry that is a strengths-based, capacity-building approach to school 
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improvement that is oriented towards positive discourse rather than a deficit model (Kaser & 
Halbert, 2009). Appreciative inquiry uses a four stage process: Discovery, Dream, Design 
and Destiny to effect change in a positive and creative way. 
Proponents of appreciative inquiry believe that school improvement can be 
enhanced by appreciating individual school strengths and building on them (Daly & 
Chrispeels, 2005 as cited in Kaser & Halbert, 2009). Another form of inquiry identified by 
Kaser and Halbert (2009) is problem based, or critical inquiry. This form of inquiry extends 
the contributions of narrative and appreciative forms of inquiry to build capacity and improve 
student learning (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). Therefore, in addition to the narratives that reflect 
the culture of a school and appreciating the strengths and positive vision of the school 
community, a problem-based inquiry approach provides a venue for improved learning for all 
learners. 
Problem-based inquiry is a process that involves describing, explaining, and 
evaluating the current situation through constructive dialogue and discussion (Kaser & 
Halbert, 2009). Reflective inquiry includes systematically collecting and interpreting data as 
well as monitoring and evaluating progress and revising plans; it also allows for opportunities 
to contemplate the open ended, unique problems that surface in any given classroom (Kaser 
& Halbert, 2009). Students, classrooms, and teachers create a distinctive mix of skills so that 
plans rarely unfold in the way that they are intended (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). Therefore, 
during a lesson, teachers may need to respond to the needs of their students and this may 
mean they need to take a moment, reflect on what is and is not working, make an adaptation, 
and continue with the lesson. Kaser and Halbert (2009) noted Schon ' s description of this 
practice as reflection-in-action. Reflective inquiry provides teachers and school leaders with 
the opportunity to develop a greater awareness of the decisions that are made in classrooms 
and thus an awareness of the impact those decisions have on student learning. 
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According to Kaser and Halbert, (2009) "The best leaders know how to use a 
variety of forms of inquiry and can draw on the traditions of narrative, appreciative, 
problem-based and reflective inquiry to consider and then shift the developmental level of 
their staff in their unique school contexts." It is clear from the range of researched approaches 
to school improvement that targeting an area of student learning that requires improvement 
and then applying and inquiry mindset to the challenge is going to yield valuable information 
about the efficacy of the teaching practices or interventions that make a difference to student 
learning. Asking questions that cause teachers to pause and think about the efficacy of their 
practice has the capacity to propel learning forward as teachers seek to find answers to these 
questions that will either reinforce positive practices or re-shape existing practices that can be 
made to be more effective. Kaser and Halbert (2009) have graphically represented their 
thinking as a spiral of inquiry that perpetuates learning; when new learning and teaching 
result in improved student achievement, new questions are ready to be asked. Figure 3 
demonstrates the stages of the spiral of inquiry as a process that creates scaffolds toward 
deeper learning and understanding that supports schools as they continue to forge forward to 
better meet the needs of ever changing students. 
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Figure 3: Kaser and Halbert's Cycle of Inquiry. This figure identifies the cyclical process of 
professional inquiry for educators. 
This cycle of inquiry allows educators to connect their learning and actions directly to 
their students ' learning. This spiral of inquiry is the model we have used in this school district 
for this study. When followed, the cycle of inquiry perpetuates ongoing job-embedded 
professional learning. At the beginning, educators identifY an important learning challenge 
that is based on something that they know about their students that requires attention. The 
learning challenge may be revealed through test scores, ongoing formative assessment or 
through observations of behaviors that affect the learning culture. The learning challenge may 
not necessarily be academic but addressing the challenge must result in improved student 
achievement. 
Once the learning challenge has been identified, the rest of the process of inquiry is 
clear and feels like a natural process of learning. Following the first step, the identification of 
the learning challenge, the next step of generating an improvement-oriented question is 
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crucial. This question will focus all of the important work that will follow in the inquiry. The 
question must be concise and focused and extend beyond a simple yes or no response. It must 
also be based on some form of evidence. An example of a good question might be as follows: 
To what extent does the use of structured oral language throughout the writing process 
improve students ' meaning and style in their writing? This is not a simple yes or no question. 
This question requires deliberate and explicit teaching methods in order to determine and 
answer to the question. The next step in the cycle of inquiry requires participants to determine 
success criteria. If I continue with my example, this would mean that educators need to 
determine what successful structured talk to improve meaning and style in writing looks like 
in classrooms as well as the writing qualities or descriptors that educators are seeking to 
target for improvement. Supporting teacher learning requires the PLC to engage in learning 
about the teaching practices that will target the learning challenge and provide the 
interventions that will improve student learning. Continuing with my example, teacher 
learning would be focused on the methods needed to provide students with the opportunity to 
engage in structured talk as a technique to improve student writing. Once teachers have 
learned about the methods, they practice it in their classrooms with their students and work to 
refine and adapt teaching skills to meet the needs of students in the most effective way. 
Finally, teachers assess their students ' writing and analyze the results relative to the evidence 
that identified writing as a challenge. The final step in the process is to reflect on the method 
of inquiry, the results of the intervention and to look for evidence of student learning. It is 
also important to look for new patterns or learning challenges that require attention. This is 
where the process of inquiry becomes a spiral of inquiry. The new learning challenges 
become the foundation for a new question and inquiry to follow. 
Leadership Mindsets by Linda Kaser and Judy Halbert (2009) is a valuable resource 
for educators who want to use inquiry to learn more and become a reflective practitioner. 
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Kaser and Halbert (2009) have provided theoretical understandings, a deep understanding of 
the power of a mindset for learning, and a variety of concrete, useful examples and it was set 
in British Columbia. Reading a book that was set in British Columbia allowed me to easily 
connect to the examples and it gives readers the confidence to know that these ideas can 
actually happen in the schools in our district and other schools in British Columbia. The focus 
ofthe book was on leadership and understanding how much strong leadership can make a 
difference in student learning. It also reflects Joyce ' s (2004) position about the importance of 
excellent leadership when advancing a school improvement initiative. 
In addition to a focus on inquiry, Kaser and Halbert (2009) provide readers with a 
rationale for the importance of recognizing the mindset of a leader and how the mindset of a 
school leader has a direct impact on the capacity for learning for all within a school and a 
district. 
Kaser and Halbert (2009) have provided theoretical understandings, a deep 
understanding of the power of a mindset for learning and a variety of concrete, useful 
examples and was set in British Columbia. Reading a book that was set in British Columbia 
has allowed me to easily connect to the examples provided and the confidence to know that 
these ideas can actually happen in the schools in our district and in the provincial context of 
British Columbia. Kaser and Halbert ' s (2009) focus on leadership and understanding how 
much strong leadership can make a difference in student learning, echoes Joyce (2004) in 
terms of his comments about the importance of excellent leadership when advancing a school 
improvement initiative. This helps leaders in education know where their influence lies and 
where my support for PLC leaders can be most effective. 
Using student evidence has become an important indicator for school leaders to 
understand how to work towards improving student learning and achievement. Kaser and 
Halbert (2009) also recognized the importance of an evidence-informed mindset and a spiral 
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ofinquiry. The use of evidence significantly influences some ofthe decisions educators make 
to guide and focus instruction. Evidence can also be used for reflection on professional 
actions and decisions. However, evidence has the potential to become controversial when it is 
misused. In the province of British Columbia, schools have experienced how evidence has 
been used by the Fraser Institute to rank schools from the highest achieving to the lowest 
achieving schools. This system of ranking schools according to one set of criteria, a 
standardized test, has the potential to create an unbalanced perception about the value of a 
high achieving school, or a low achieving one. The arguments for and against the use of 
evidence has become a political issue in British Columbia. However, I believe that evidence 
has a place and a purpose in student achievement and understand that there needs to be trust, 
backed up by policy, that student achievement evidence will be used responsibly, not 
punitively, and used in a way that is beneficial to the system, improves student learning, and 
is used to inform classroom practices. The question that remains is who decides? This is the 
question of trust. Another question that requires consideration, but can inhibit the 
development of trusting relationships, is at what point should the use of student achievement 
results be used as evidence to terminate an incompetent teacher with a long record of 
unsatisfactory performance and unwillingness or inability to improve or even engage in 
professional inquiry? A mindset of trust must exist in the relationship between district 
leadership, principals, teachers, and support staff as well as a deep understanding of what 
student evidence can communicate is essential (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). Trust must be 
reciprocal. Teachers need to trust that the evidence of student learning is used to inform and 
guide teaching practice and leadership. Leadership needs to trust that teachers are engaging in 
classroom practices that are informed by student evidence with the focus on improving 
student learning and achievement. When any pieces of this process are missing, then the gap 
is seen as an opportunity to learn, not punish or blame. 
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Hattie (2005) examined the evidence that makes a difference to student learning in his 
article: What is the nature of evidence that makes a difference to learning? Hattie (2005) 
focused on the key ideas that connect evidence to student learning. Hattie (2005) strives to 
reveal the fallacy of the naming, blaming, and shaming of teachers to get greater results in 
student achievement. This name, blame, and shame model inevitably fails because it destroys 
trust and causes significant damage to the teaching profession, the role of the principal and 
student engagement (Hattie, 2005). This is not a constructive way to use student achievement 
evidence. This practice simply encourages teachers to teach to the test. One very explicit use 
of student evidence for accountability in the United States is the No Child Left Behind policy 
that is as follows: 
... the implications ofthis USA-wide accountability system have become 
most clear in its negative effects. It has made the teachers teach what they 
expect is coming on the test; it ensures students are focused on this teaching; 
it judges the success of the school in terms of whether teachers are doing this 
job of teaching to the test; it rids the school day of ' peripherals' that are not 
tested (such as physical education, music, art, and self-respect); it cuts 
vocational and career education programs in high schools which are 
desperately needed by many students whose alternative is to drop out, and it 
punishes those who do not do their job and teach to the test. 
(Hattie, 2005, p. 12) 
If the goal is to support a teacher who is struggling in a classroom, then school leaders must 
ask questions respectfully, build trust, and find out the nature of the struggle to begin to 
support productive changes. While this is a simplistic solution that requires time, and energy, 
naming, blaming and shaming does not work with students, nor does it work with educators. 
It dismantles trust on staff and destroys school culture. 
Hattie (2005) makes two claims. The first is that schools have failed in their efforts 
to provide appropriate and defensible data to parents about their children, and thus parents 
clamor for more tests in order to have more information about their children's achievement 
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(Hattie, 2005). I understand how this happens. It isn ' t necessarily that parents want their kids 
to take more tests, but they want more information regarding how their children are learning, 
what they are achieving and why. Some school districts in British Columbia that have begun 
to make made a changes in reporting to parents to emphasize descriptive feedback for 
students that will improve their learning. An example is in School District #45 in West 
Vancouver with Brooke Moore's (2009) research into assessment and learning. 
Communicating this information seems to have satisfied the parents' need for more 
information without giving more tests in the School District #45 context. 
The second claim that Hattie (2005) made was that there was insufficient evidence 
to support the notion that massive increases in state/federal monies made a difference to the 
quality of teaching and learning. To me, this means that money alone will not make a 
difference to improved student learning. Hattie ' s (2005) main theme was that we need models 
of school, teacher, and student accountability located at the system and school level that 
maximizes the probability of enhancing learning and outcomes. He explained that a system 
that begins at the student level and moves upward to the teacher and school levels is more 
likely to have significant effects on improving the quality of teaching and learning as well as 
provide the evidence that the system needs. 
Hattie ' s (2005) research indicated that teachers have a greater influence on student 
learning, beyond their home, peers, school, and principal combined. Therefore determining 
what evidence teachers need to enhance teaching and learning and developing a culture of 
trust where school leaders and classroom teachers use data to support student learning is 
essential (Hattie, 2005). In order to begin this work, Hattie (2005) referred to Timperley' s 
research and the five elements of PLCs she proposed: 
1. The development of shared values and expectations about children, learning, 
teaching and teachers' roles and the relationship of these to the environment. 
2. The collective focus on student learning that then becomes part of the normative 
control of the learning community. 
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3. Collaboration, whereby professional communities foster the sharing of expertise 
and faculty members call on each other to discuss the development of skills and 
create shared understandings of effective practice. 
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4. Deprivatised practice, and much time and opportunity to talk to each other about 
teaching. 
5. Reflective dialogue, implies self-awareness about one ' s work as a teacher through 
engaging in in-depth conversations about teaching and learning. 
(Hattie, 2005 , p. 18-19) 
Hattie ' s (2005) main argument was to focus on the interpretation of student data rather than 
the data exclusively. He wanted to move the focus towards supporting evidence-based 
teaching and learning. Hattie ' s (2005) focus on the interpretation and use of evidence to 
improve student learning is similar to Dufour et al. ' s (2004) focus on results. Hattie ' s 
approach to the use of evidence is to use it to support teaching and learning, whereas Dufour 
et al ' s (2004) approach has more emphasis on the use of results as an end product of learning 
and as a measure of improvement. When considering the need for accountability, Hattie ' s 
(2005) focus was that the quality of the information reported can be significantly improved 
and encompass a better understanding and measure of learning than a simple standardized 
test score. 
Therefore inquiry is a valuable tool for educators to engage in sustainable learning 
opportunities. The spiral of inquiry provided me with a process to use as a structure for PLCs 
to focus their learning as well as support my leadership. 
School Culture and Leadership 
The school 's culture dictates, in no uncertain terms, "the way we do things 
around here. " Utimately , a school 's culture has far more influence on life 
and learning in the schoolhouse than the state department of education, the 
superintendent, the school board, or even the principal can ever have. 
-Roland Barth (2001) 
PLCs alone are not the panacea for school improvement. A positive and supportive 
school culture must also exist in order for any meaningful change to happen. According to 
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Cohen, Pickeral and McCloskey (2009), there is persuasive research that shows that a 
positive and sustained school climate promotes students ' academic achievement and healthy 
development, a positive by-product of this outcome is teacher retention which also has the 
continued positive effect of improved student achievement (Cohen et al., 2009). Changing the 
culture of a school is not an easy task. The culture of a school is present in all aspects of a 
school; however, identifying and defining the culture of a school can be somewhat of a 
challenge. Leaders need to know how to identify the culture of a school in order to target 
areas for change and consequently to determine if any of the interventions to improve school 
culture make a difference, and if so, to what extent? Cohen et al., (2009) identified safety, 
relationships, teaching and learning, and the institutional environment as four factors that 
shape school culture. These factors were then used to develop an inventory survey as a 
method to measure school culture (Cohen et al., 2009). This type of survey could be a very 
useful tool to help a school community identify their culture and perhaps draw attention to 
any parts of a school 's culture that might be overlooked or require attention. These four 
factors are clearly interrelated. In my experience, building and maintaining relationships is 
the foundation and safety must be attended to in order for meaningful relationships to exist. 
Closely connected to safety is the institutional environment, which is the context of the 
relationships. Lastly, teaching and learning exemplifies the relationships that exist within a 
school. Fostering positive, collegial relationships among staff and students is an essential 
condition for permanent change that results in improved student learning and achievement. 
It is essential to change the culture of a school in order to improve it (Dufour & 
Marzano, 20 II). A system that fosters a positive culture that values learning will grow and 
be successful. The challenge lays in finding the way to build positive school cultures, because 
each school has a different collective capacity. Therefore, developing a sense of ownership in 
school improvement initiatives, supporting professional learning, and creating trusting 
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relationships within schools, between schools and with the district leaders are essential 
conditions for success. Creating these conditions for success relies on skillful leadership. It is 
the role of district leaders to set a direction, one that fits with the moral purpose of education, 
and create the conditions for sustainable success. To create the conditions for success district 
leaders must communicate the direction for improvement and communicate why this is the 
direction for change. If educators are informed and understand the purpose and reasons for 
change, they will have the information they need to ask questions and consider what the 
initiative means to them and their daily practice. A tight but loose framework for leadership 
as described by Thompson and Wiliam (2008) provides a conceptual framework that balances 
the dichotomy between leadership and autonomy. School district leadership needs to have a 
tight focus; one that is clearly articulated, effectively communicated, and well supported by 
research. At the same level of leadership there also needs to be allowances for flexibility and 
autonomy, or a more loose leadership style. These allowances will accommodate the various 
collective skill sets of staff across a district and also provide teachers with the opportunity to 
incorporate learning and change in a way that complements and enhances their skills, always 
keeping in mind that the integrity of the initiative is not compromised. This tight but loose 
framework is integral to successfully leading change initiatives while fostering a positive 
culture of learning. 
At the school level principals must also adhere to the same framework of tight but 
loose leadership. They must maintain the tight focus on the change initiative and be well 
informed about the initiative. The district leadership needs to ensure that opportunities for 
learning are present. Principals need to be able to openly discuss the change and be 
comfortable answering hard questions that teachers, parents, or students may have. They also 
need to recognize and appreciate the talents that already exist on their staff and provide 
opportunities for leadership and learning. Therefore, principals need to remain tight with the 
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change initiative, yet loose with the learning and implementation approaches. They need to 
recognize that adult learners are not the same as children learning and that telling simply does 
not work (Fountas & Pinnell 2009). Principals must engage in meaningful dialogue with 
teachers so that the learning focus remains clear and tight. It is also up to the principal to 
provide opportunities for meaningful and constructive dialogue and consequently teacher 
learning. There is no single method to making this happen, because no two schools ' staff are 
alike. This is where the skill of the leader becomes essential. As a leader the principal must 
be flexible and responsive and be open to new learning as well. Although a principal must be 
well informed about the new initiative, it is not necessary to be the expert. Through this tight 
but loose framework district staff and principals will be specifically tending to relationships 
and teaching and learning, two of the four factors identified by Cohen et al. , (2009) as factors 
that shape school culture. 
The role of teachers in the process of change is essential for success. Without their 
commitment, the initiative will fail. The role of a teacher in a classroom is complex and 
diverse. Decisions are made quickly and often without the benefit of time to think through the 
options. When a new initiative is presented, teachers must understand the value in the change. 
This understanding comes through meaningful dialogue, clear communication, opportunities 
to learn, and opportunities for hard questions to be asked. Again, the leadership skill ofthe 
principal is essential to be able to respond to the needs of teachers in a non-judgemental, 
supportive way. Always keeping in mind that building trusting relationships is essential on a 
staff and an essential condition for successful teaching and learning. 
Roland Barth (2002) has written literature on school culture that I find very 
motivating. His writing style is accessible and his message is realistic and affirming. Barth 
(2002) stated that "probably the most important -and the most difficult- job of an instructional 
leader is to change the prevailing culture of a school. The school's culture dictates, in no 
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uncertain terms, ' the way we do things around here."' (Barth, 2002, p. 7 ). School culture is a 
very powerful determining factor in whether or not an educational initiative will succeed. 
Barth (2002) defined school culture as a complex pattern of norms, attitudes, 
beliefs, behaviours, values, ceremonies, traditions, and myths that are deeply ingrained in the 
very core ofthe organization. It is the historically transmitted pattern of meaning that wields 
astonishing power in shaping what people think and how they act (Barth, 2002). Whether the 
culture is welcoming, scholarly or toxic, school cultures are very difficult to change. Thus, 
the reception to change is often negative. Unless teachers and principals actively take a role 
in creating a culture that is open to new ideas and new learning (for adults and students), then 
new initiatives aimed at improving student achievement will fail. Changing a school ' s culture 
is not a simple process. It requires time, pressure and support. It also requires leadership skills 
that foster trust and respect and a knowledge of the milieu of the people involved (teachers, 
students, parents and administrators). 
Barth (2002) identified another component of the difficulties associated with changing 
school culture that is worth mentioning. Barth (2002) found that in order to initiate cultural 
change within a school, one must attend to the nondiscussables. Barth (2002) identified the 
nondiscussables as subjects sufficiently important that they are talked about frequently but 
are so laden with anxiety and fearfulness that these conversations take place only in the 
parking lot, the rest rooms, the playground, the carpool or the dinner table at home. Each 
school has nondiscussables, but staff need to determine how much power they will give to the 
nondisscussables and if they will allow them to impede developing a positive learning culture 
in the school. 
By addressing the nondisscussables directly, and in a non-threatening environment, 
staff will be able to move forward with its learning. Full an (1998) would identify addressing 
the nondiscussables as ' moving towards the danger,' in order to have meaningful dialogue 
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and learning. The health of a school culture is inversely proportional to the number of 
nondiscussables ; to change the culture of a school, the instructional leader must enable its 
residents to name, acknowledge, and address the nondiscussables -especially those that 
impede learning (Barth, 2002). Nondisscussible issues exist at all levels and attending to the 
nondisscussables requires skillful leadership at all levels. An unskilled or uninformed leader 
wading through exploring the nature of difficult issues with staff or colleagues may do more 
harm than good. 
A positive school culture is the product of skillful leadership. This leadership must 
empower staff to take action, build trust and relationships, and communicate effectively. Staff 
need to know and understand what is expected of them and why. When it comes to school 
improvement, there should be no secrets and/or blame, but rather opportunities for learning, 
resulting in building a true community of learners. District level leadership can ease the 
workload landing on the principals ' desks as well work towards improving school culture 
through building leadership capacity through shared leadership and building positive 
relationships within staff. 
Kaser and Halbert (2009) promoted the importance of skillful leadership in their 
book Leadership Mindsets. The purpose of Leadership Mindsets was to provide readers with 
an opportunity to appreciate the value of a "leadership mindset" and to understand the six 
leadership mindsets that Kaser and Halbert (2009) believe are fundamental to school and 
system transformation. Kaser and Halbert (2009) provide readers with a rationale for the 
importance of recognizing the mindset of a leader. They call on leaders to shift their thinking 
from a fixed or sorting mindset to a growth or learning mindset. When one has a fixed 
mindset, the focus is on instruction and summative assessment for grading and reporting and 
is characterized by teaching in isolation and there is external, centralized pressure, to a 
' growth mindset' (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). When one has a growth mindset, the focus is on 
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deeper forms of learning and assessment for learning and is characterized by teaching teams 
working together in a learning community (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). In a growth mindset 
there is also local , internalized commitment, capacity building, and shared responsibilities 
(Kaser & Halbert, 2009). Kaser and Halbert's (2009) recognition of the importance an 
explicit focus on learning and growth is aligned with Dufour et al. 's (2004) identification of 
the big ideas for a successful PLC, one of which is an explicit focus on learning. 
Solid, skilful! and deliberate leadership are essential for shifting the culture of a 
school and district to a culture of learning. This leadership will allow PLCs engaging in 
inquiry to flourish in a supportive learning environment. 
Chapter Summary 
In this chapter I reviewed the literature relevant to this study. I examined the literature 
about the importance of school change for improvement and the effect that change has on 
classroom teachers, schools, and districts. I reviewed to literature about how and why change 
initiatives succeed or fail. This information will inform my decisions as well as help me 
understand the potential outcomes of the decisions we make implementing this initiative. 
Learning from the literature about district wide reform, strategic planning and sustainability 
have provided a foundation of knowledge and ideas to consider as we proceed with this 
initiative. Examining the literature about the purpose and function of PLCs has clarified my 
understanding of how a successful PLC functions and the underlying beliefs of a sustainable 
PLC. The final subject of my literature review focused on the role inquiry can have in a PLC 
and the importance of school culture and effective leadership when initiating change. The 
range of literature I have examined for the context of this study had provided me with a solid 
foundation of information to guide and inform my decisions with regard to this initiative. 
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Chapter 3: Research Method and Procedure 
Chapter Preview 
My intention for this study was to explore one school district's process of school 
improvement using a narrative approach to inquiry. I examined the initiation and 
implementation ofPLCs in the district by examining artifacts, constructing my own narrative, 
and then writing a reconstructed narrative after discussing the story of the change with two 
other district leaders. I gathered artifacts relating to the change process for a two year period 
from 2009 to 2011. I identified the research that I used to inform my understanding of PLCs 
and my decisions as a leader of this initiative. This literature was also used to reflect on and 
evaluate the quality of those decisions in light of their consequences and to consider reasons 
for the outcomes that occurred. Presenting this research as a qualitative case study is 
appropriate because of the emphasis on the human perceptions and understandings that may 
inform future approaches to school improvement for myself and other school district leaders. 
The primary research question I used to focus this study was: How has this school 
district implemented PLCs to build the capacity of teachers to improve student learning and 
achievement? To answer this question I have used a narrative inquiry approach, which 
acknowledges the ongoing, continuously evolving story ofthe work we were doing. Narrative 
inquiries are always strongly autobiographical (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Using narrative 
inquiry gave me the opportunity to tell the story of change in this school district as a 
participant who played an integral role in the change initiave. However, I invited two other 
district leaders who played a key role in the change to review the narrative and suggest 
revisions to confirm the accuracy of the story and increase its objectivity. An important part 
of this study is the reflective aspect- the consideration of events after the fact to evaluate 
decisions and their consequences in light of the literature on sustainable learning 
communities, teacher learning, and district-wide change initiatives. 
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The Reflective Process 
The process of reflection can be both formal and informal. I engaged in the valuable 
process of informal reflection throughout the two years identified for this study. My 
reflection became more formal when I determined the parameters of this study and set about 
to examine the case more systematically. Both formal and informal reflection allows one to 
notice when activities do not go as anticipated and provides the opportunity to think about 
why. Why didn't that activity go as I intended it to? What caused the change in thinking or 
understanding that I observed? Schon (1987) referred to this questioning process as 
reflection-in-action. When we reflect, we use our existing knowledge to reflect on our 
actions. Schon ( 1987) refers to knowing-in-action as the tacit knowledge we have that we use 
to guide our actions and responses. This knowledge can be applied without intentional 
thought in day to day patterns of interactions. Schon ( 1987) identified the process of 
reflection as reflection-in-action about knowing-in-action, which is an accurate reflection if 
the process of inquiry and learning I used for this study. 
To further explore Schon's ( 1987) understanding of the cycle of reflection, he referred 
to knowing-in-action as the implicit knowledge we apply to spontaneous situations without 
conscious deliberation, which often results in intended outcomes within the boundaries of 
what is considered normal. However, responses that differ from what is expected are 
sometimes surprising. It is these surprises that lead to reflection when we ask ourselves What 
is this? and How have I been thinking about it? (Schon, 1987). Reflection-in-action questions 
knowing-in-action and causes metacognition- that is, think about thinking. Reflection thus 
presents the opportunity to move beyond expected actions and responses to new approaches 
based on newly generated knowledge. 
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Narrative Inquiry 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) have presented a view of narrative inquiry that 
accurately describes my role as the inquirer for this study and my approach to examining our 
district change process. 
Narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience. It is a collaboration between 
researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social 
interaction with milieus . An inquirer enters this matrix in the midst and progresses in 
this same spirit, concluding the inquiry still in the midst of living and telling, reliving 
and retelling, the stories ofthe experiences that make up people 's lives, both 
individual and social. Simply stated ... narrative inquiry is stories lived and told. 
(p. 63) 
Using a narrative inquiry approach to understand the experience of initiating and 
implementing PLCs and establishing a culture of inquiry in the school district generated 
learning from the experience and made it possible to share this learning with other teachers 
and education leaders. As the Learning Communities Coordinator it was essential for me to 
collaborate with the PLC leaders in each school as well as with school principals and school 
district leaders. At times this collaboration happened at a school with just one or two people 
and at other times it involved up to 30 people in a workshop setting. This collaboration 
occurred in all schools in this school district over a period of two years and continued for 
three years following the period examined in the study. For the entire period, the focus of this 
collaboration remained dedicated to building the capacity of teachers to improve student 
learning and achievement. 
Living the story. As the Learning Communities Coordinator, I visited each school in 
the district with appreciation of the unique flow of activity and existing patterns in daily and 
weekly routines. Using a narrative inquiry approach to this study emphasized the way that I 
valued the ongoing story of each school ' s improvement journey. People in each school were 
already working to support student learning, with their own programs and interventions 
designed to help students be successful. They were in the midst of the work of a school when 
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I entered the context as the Learning Communities Coordinator. Therefore, it was important 
for me to recognize and value the positive practices in each school while also working to 
enhance and deepen their learning and develop their capacity for collaboration. The stories of 
successes and challenges that each school had experienced were important information for 
me to understand and build on. I believe that valuing and learning from these stories enabled 
me and other district leaders to initiate and implement PLCs in a way that was meaningful for 
each school as a new chapter in their story. Without placing value on the narratives from each 
school, we would not have engendered trust and participation in the new initiative. 
Narrative inquiry is the story lived and told (Ciandinin & Connelly, 2000). Stories of 
successes and challenges are lived in our schools each day. It is through working within the 
existing stories that leaders can begin to learn about each context and then help the people 
there and understand grow and develop as a result of a change initiative. I envision that 
making meaning of my experience as narrative will make my leadership learning accessible 
to leaders in other schools and districts who are also considering how to build teacher 
capacity and improve student learning. 
In educational studies, narrative inquiry has become a part of the regular discourse 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). According to Clandinin and Connelly (1990), narrative 
inquiry is situated within the qualitative paradigm because of its focus on experience and the 
qualities of life in education. I have relied on my experience as the Learning Communities 
Coordinator leading this initiative for change. I have also relied on the experiences of others 
to inform and guide leadership decisions and actions with this initiative. All of these 
experiences are rooted in our lives as educators. It is within the context of education that we 
initiated and implemented PLCs. However, these experiences are limited to educators and did 
not extend to examining the experiences of our students. A narrative inquiry approach has 
worked well in this study because I was an integral part of the work. For the ease and flow of 
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writing it made sense for me to write this as a first person narrative. This allowed me to 
include my thoughts freely and provide background for the decisions I made and the 
directions I chose. 
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Inquiry has become a reliable tool for teachers to use to determine whether or not new 
instruction and assessment practices lead to better learning and achievement (Kaser & 
Halbert, 2009). In other words, inquiry provides teachers with the opportunity to answer the 
following question based on professional learning and personal practice: "If I try this new 
practice in my classroom, what will happen?" Inquiry is about change that comes from 
learning (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 
My work is an integral part of this study. I have initiated change and examined the 
effects of this change on my fellow educators and our system in our school district. Because 
my work is personal, I needed to balance my views of the two years of this study with the 
views of others. To do this I interviewed two educational leaders for this school district who 
have been a part of this work to integrate their views into my writing. Once I obtained the 
Research Ethics Board (REB) approval from the university and obtained signed consent 
forms from the participants for their participation in this study, I interviewed Jerome 
Beauchamp, Director oflnstruction for School District #27 and Diane Wright, the 
Superintendent for this school district during the two year time frame for this study. I used 
these interviews to determine how others interpreted their experience with the initiative to 
develop PLCs in schools across our district. I used these experiences to help me understand 
what worked well, what didn ' t, and develop my interpretations about why. 
The participants in this study also included the PLC leaders for each school. The 
leaders were a mix of teachers and principals and the leaders changed during this study as 
staffing changed during this two year period. This initiative began with each school being 
allocated 0.1 FTE staffing for a PLCs leader. Some teachers volunteered for the position, 
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some principals were leaders because no one else volunteered and some teachers had the 
position because it was a part of a new teaching assignment that was posted. Therefore, the 
perceptions of a variety of participants were included. To limit the size of this study, the 
information from these participants is anonymous and anecdotal. I have explained how I was 
able to use limited resources to grow an initiative into something that is now looked toward 
as a valuable resource on most staff by teachers and principals. 
Presentation as a Case Study 
I see this work as a case study because it is bounded by time, geography, and 
structure, making it a unique situation. It is bounded by time and geography because I have 
examined the first two years of this journey and only the schools located within the school 
district were included in this study. Finally it is bounded by structure because each school 
operates under the same conditions, such as leadership and access to funds and resources 
within this school district. 
This narrative inquiry is a qualitative study. The characteristics that make it a 
qualitative study are based on the special characteristics identified in Robert E. Stake' s 
(20 1 0) research. Some of the special characteristics that Stake identified as integral to 
qualitative research are that the study is interpretive, experiential, situational, personalistic, 
triangulated, and well informed by research (Stake, 201 0). This study is interpretive because 
it acknowledges that the findings in this study are based on researcher interpretation and 
recognizes that the work of educators may have different meanings when seen from different 
views and that this work must be interpreted in order to have a fuller understanding of the 
interactions that make a difference to the work being done (Stake, 201 0). The work of a PLC 
is based on collaboration with others, so an interpretation of human interactions has been 
essential to develop and communicate an understanding of this work. This study is 
experiential because it is field oriented and emphasizes my observations and the observations 
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of the PLC leaders. To record and collate my observations and participants ' observations I 
considered interpretive data (those that seem immediately relevant), as well as aggregative 
data, the data that becomes relevant because it is repeated many times (Stake, 20 I 0). I have 
kept records of previous observations and feedback from my interactions with PLC leaders to 
help me understand how a PLC grows and develops. 
This study is also situational because it is oriented to activities within each school as 
they relate to the PLC and direct comparisons from one school to another are not particularly 
relevant (Stake, 20 I 0). The context of the implementing PLCs in this school district was 
unique to this school district during the years from 2009 to 2012. No two PLCs are the same, 
each is unique to its school; however, when studied holistically, generalizations may be made 
that can be applied to other school districts considering options for school improvement 
initiatives. Information for this study has been analyzed by looking for commonalities and 
anomalies in the evidence I have gathered from PLC leaders. This study was triangulated 
with evidence from me as the Learning Communities Coordinator, the PLC leaders and with 
information and insight from the leadership in this school district. This study was also well 
informed through theoretical and professional understandings. 
Criteria for Success 
Clandinin & Connelly ( 1990) noted that each inquirer must search for and defend the 
criteria that best apply to his or her work, so I have identified criteria for the success of this 
study. Guba and Lincoln, as cited in Clandinin and Connelly ( 1990), indicated that the idea of 
transferability is better suited than the idea of generalization in narrative inquiry. Therefore 
one of my criteria for success for this study is to offer information that will allow readers to 
take what I have learned as a result of this study and use it to inform and guide their own 
change process. Another criterion for the success of this study is for it to be truthful. To meet 
this criterion, I constructed a narrative that is accurate, to the best of my knowledge. I also 
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interviewed our school district ' s Director oflnstruction and Superintendent after they 
reviewed my narrative and asked for their suggestions for additions or corrections. My final 
criterion for the success of this study is that my narrative is accessible, that is, or relatively 
easy to understand and interpret. One test readily available for a narrative writer in education 
to offer readers is the question, What do you make of this study f or your teaching or 
leadership situation? (Clandinin & Connelly, 1990). My intent for this study is to offer an 
inside view of a district change process so that readers can apply it to their own educational 
contexts. This intention is also closely connected to my criterion for transferability. 
Limitations of the Method 
Although I chose a narrative inquiry approach as the most effective way to 
communicate the development of the PLC initiative in this school district, there are some 
limitations that must be acknowledged. One of the common concerns about narrative inquiry 
is the risk that it is too autobiographical and personal (Ciandinin & Connelly, 2000). To 
mitigate this concern, I conducted interviews with two other educational leaders who were 
indirectly involved in implementing this initiative but who had an intimate knowledge of it 
and ofthe district itself. I valued their insight because oftheir educational leadership 
experience and skills, which I was also seeking to develop for myself over the course of this 
study. To keep the study manageable, I did not include formal interviews with PLC leaders 
but I included some of the stories they shared with me as a part of my narrative. 
I am aware that I also have a personal bias in this study. I very strongly believe in this 
initiative. I believe that using PLCs to build the capacity of teachers is the best, most 
effective, and sustainable way to improve student learning and achievement. Consequently, 
when I met with implementation challenges I always looked at the factors contributing to that 
challenge rather than at the initiative itself. I never considered that this initiative might not be 
the most effective method for change. Conversely, my strong belief in this initiative allowed 
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me to be unwavering in my leadership. I never lost sight of the desired outcome. I learned to 
be flexible in the journey towards this change but the desired end result never changed for 
me. 
Therefore, although there are some limitations to using a narrative inquiry approach, it 
was the right choice for this study. Understanding the story of change takes time and patience 
but my attempts to gain understanding through story taught me about how teacher knowledge 
is developed incrementally over time and woven into classroom practice. The narrative 
approach offered me the opportunity to communicate the changes I observed meaningfully, 
and participated in, over time with the PLC leaders, and their PLCs and this approach did not 
limit their contributions and growth to what can be communicated in a single interview. 
Obtaining consent from all of the PLC leaders and school principals would have also 
significantly extended the scope of this project beyond what was manageable. 
Chapter Summary 
This study is grounded by my observations, interviews and research aimed at 
understanding how using PLCs to build the capacity of teachers to improve student learning 
and achievement will work. I wanted to learn what educators can do to improve student 
learning and achievement and understand what difference this initiative will make to student 
learning and achievement. Research has indicated that the greater the teacher learning, the 
greater the student learning (Hattie, 2009). My quest was to discover how to implement 
PLCs, as defined by Eaker, Dufour, and Dufour (2002), to achieve the first part of this 
promise, to build the learning capacity of teachers. Exploring the outcome for student 
learning would not be possible until full implementation ofPLCs was achieved and could be 
identified as the source of improvement. 
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Chapter 4: The Narrative as Data 
Chapter Preview 
This narrative is an account of the first two years of School District 27's initiative 
to develop PLCs in schools, from September, 2009 to June, 2011. This story is a synthesis of 
my experiences as Learning Communities Coordinator for this school district. I have used my 
records of meeting agendas, workshops presented, appointment calendars, school district 
documents, interviews, and professional development experiences to aid my memory and 
make this description as accurate as possible. This narrative has also been reviewed and 
confirmed by two others who were district leaders during that time. 
YEAR 1: 2009-2010 Initiation 
At the beginning of the 2009-10 school year I began a new leadership endeavor as the 
Learning Communities Coordinator (LCC) for our school district. My task was to initiate and 
support a PLC in each of our schools. The intent of this formal teacher leadership position 
was to invest in building the capacity of teachers in this school district. The initiative was 
based on Hattie 's (2009) analysis that classroom teachers have the greatest impact on student 
learning and achievement and on Allington 's (2002) finding that investing in the skills of 
classroom teachers has the greatest benefit to student learning and achievement. 
Conditions for change. Prior to my appointment as the LCC for this school district, 
the district leadership team (DLT) made up of the Superintendent, the Assistant 
Superintendent, the Secretary Treasurer, Directors, and District Principals, worked together to 
develop an initiative for improving student learning and achievement by building the 
instructional capacity of the teachers. Diane Wright had become the Superintendent for this 
school district in 2008. One of Wright's goals as Superintendent was to improve student 
learning and achievement and it was clear from achievement data that a focus on improving 
literacy skills would be a key component. The district had some literacy interventions in place 
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already but the focus of these interventions, although helpful, was relatively limited. Reading 
Recovery was an intervention that appeared to be effective but was limited to a relatively 
small group of grade one students. Literacy initiative teachers were temporarily appointed in 
a limited capacity for elementary schools and there was minimal support at the secondary 
schools. Wright recognized, from observing literacy interventions in other school districts 
around the province, that a significant change was needed in this district in order for 
improvements in literacy and overall student learning and achievement to be realized. 
Additionally, through a process of consultation with all district stakeholders to identify key 
needs for students and schools, support for classroom teachers was a recurring concern from 
all stakeholders. 
The DLT identified some key areas to be addressed. They recognized that teachers 
needed to be a part of the change process to have a sense of ownership that would contribute 
to sustainability. They also recognized that teacher leadership would also be an essential 
component for implementing change and could potentially alleviate a lingering lack of trust 
between the school district's leaders and teachers. Wright, who had been promoted to 
Superintendent from within the district, was aware of a history of mistrust between the school 
district leaders and teachers and she was determined to rebuild the relationship and 
re-establish trust and confidence. 
Wright also had prior knowledge ofPLCs and recognized the potential impact PLCs 
could have for making the changes that were necessary to improve student learning and 
achievement. Jerome Beauchamp, a District Principal who was responsible for staff 
development, also advocated for the need to have a dedicated PLC leader in each school to 
develop teacher leadership, support a PLC, and help to maintain its focus on improving 
student learning. There was consensus that the success of a PLC initiative required a 
dedicated teacher leader in each building who understood the school community and how to 
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make the necessary changes manageable. Therefore, based on her first year of experience as 
the Superintendent, a process of consultation, a review of achievement data, and an interest in 
implementing change that was both meaningful and sustainable, Wright made the decision to 
secure the budget necessary to support 0.1 (FTE) PLC teacher leader in all schools and a 
Learning Communities Coordinator (LCC) to provide ongoing training and support for the 
PLC leaders. I was hired for the newly created position as the Learning Communities 
Coordinator for our school district in 2009. 
My role as LCC. As the LCC for this school district I had a set of skills and 
experiences that shaped my initial perceptions of my role. Prior to my appointment as LCC, 
my successes and challenges as a secondary Social Studies and English teacher caused me to 
explore teaching practices that have an impact on student learning. I felt frustrated when my 
students wanted me to simply give them some work so that they could get the marks, which 
were treated like a currency for exchange rather than as information about learning. In the 
system that frustrated me, the general perception was that the students who simply did more 
work received higher grades. The result of this exchange of work for marks was that the 
emphasis was on the accumulation of marks rather than on learning. I wanted more for 
students. 
I was familiar with descriptions of richer learning experiences from earlier in my 
career through opportunities to develop my practice as a district teacher leader. I have been 
fortunate to have opportunities to learn directly from educational leaders here in British 
Columbia such as Faye Brownlie and her Leadership for Learning initiative, as a 
demonstration teacher for Susan Close 's SMART Reading, and from Richard Allington, 
Caren Cameron, and Sharon Jeroski. I learned what reliable and valid assessment tools were, 
how to use them in a meaningful ways, and how to use assessment effectively to inform and 
guide my classroom instruction. 
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My experience leading district wide assessment has been rewarding. The assessment 
tools I have used are designed to assess reading or writing and provide information to inform 
classroom instruction. The reading assessment tool was developed by School Districts# 73 
and #22 in British Columbia. It is called the Whole Class Reading Assessment and it is 
designed to support differentiated assessment and instruction. The writing assessment we 
used was School District #40 's Process for Assessing Writing from New Westminster and it is 
based on Susan Close 's SMART Learning framework. We initially investigated several 
assessment tools to find one that met our needs and we agreed to adopt an assessment 
protocol for the sake of consistency. Marking the assessment required collaboration for 
consistency and objectivity and it became an opportunity for professional conversations with 
colleagues. It was with this background knowledge and a range of classroom experiences that 
I began this endeavor to bring PLCs into each of the schools and classrooms in this district. 
Getting started. One of the first things I needed to learn as the LCC was what it 
meant to me a part of a successful PLC. I had a basic understanding but I needed to 
understand the difference between a PLC, professional development, and professional book 
clubs. One of the first resources I found that clarified my understanding was What is a PLC? 
by Richard Dufour (2004 ). This article gave me a foundational understanding of what a PLC 
is and how it functions . I learned that it was significantly more purposeful than what I had 
initially thought. Quite simply, Dufour stated that in order to create a PLC, participants must 
focus on learning rather than teaching, work collaboratively, and hold themselves accountable 
for results. This approach made sense to me. It seemed simple and pragmatic and I felt it gave 
me the foundation from which I could move toward creating purposeful PLCs. 
Cultivating teacher leadership. One of the structural components integral to the 
success of this initiative was to cultivate teacher leadership. We recognized that when 
teachers are empowered to devise solutions to the problems and difficulties they encounter, 
FOSTERING A CULTURE OF INQUIRY 73 
there is a greater likelihood that the solution will actually be implemented (Stegal & Linton, 
20 12). Fostering teacher leadership challenges the traditional problems up- solutions down 
leadership model and instead creates a structure that empowers teachers, builds buy-in, 
creates a sense oftransparency and builds collective efficacy (Stegal & Linton, 2012). One of 
the supports for this endeavor was to have one teacher in nearly every school in our district 
(the exceptions were our really small schools with one or two teachers) assigned 0.1 FTE to 
lead a school-based PLC. I also had access to a limited budget to release teacher leaders for 
ongoing training and support. My task was to provide the training and support to equip each 
of these teachers to lead a PLC in their school. 
Elementary and secondary teacher needs. The initial month of my position as the 
LCC was spent reading and learning about what a PLC is and what it does. I also spent my 
time getting to know this school district. I visited schools and met the PLC teacher leaders 
and principals and learned what they believed they needed in order to improve student 
learning and achievement. As a result of my initial observations in schools I began to notice 
some commonalities. Generally, staff members at our really small schools with only one or 
two teachers often felt that they were understaffed and needed more tangible resources such 
as leveled reading books and math manipulatives. The larger elementary schools with five or 
more teachers also felt that they needed more leveled reading books and math manipulatives. 
During my brief, initial observations, I noticed that teachers in our elementary schools 
often communicated with one another about the use of shared resources but not about the 
work they were actually doing in classrooms. Perhaps to them, my role was to get them the 
resources they needed to meet the needs of our students. Or, perhaps they viewed the path to 
improved student learning and achievement was to have the tools they needed on hand in 
their classrooms. Another common observation made by the teachers I met briefly during my 
initial meetings early in the 2009-10 school year was that they had some new resources for 
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literacy but did not know how to use them. They did not feel that they had enough support for 
learning about the new resources they had, so in many cases the resources were left in their 
packages, unused. Early in this process I realized that my role was not to buy teachers more 
resources but to help them be more effective and skilled with the resources they had. 
Secondary teachers had a different set of concerns. Teachers felt ill-equipped to 
teach students with low levels of literacy. Teachers in a range of subject areas felt 
overwhelmed with the idea of differentiated instruction and what it meant for their grading 
system and the concept of fairness in grading. They were also concerned about the integrity 
of the education they were providing students to prepare them for post-secondary education. 
Secondary teachers felt that they really needed to focus on teaching their students and, for the 
most part, they did not perceive value in investing time to collaborate with colleagues. They 
believed that participation in a PLC would require them to do one more thing in their busy 
days. I realized that the secondary teachers were going to require a different motivation for 
participation in a PLC than elementary teachers. Before they were willing to commit their 
valuable time, they needed to have a full understanding of how participation in a PLC would 
benefit them and their students. 
Working with teachers, principals, and district leaders. After spending the month 
of September, 2009, reading about PLCs and becoming acquainted with our school district, I 
arranged for a full day meeting with the PLC teacher leaders. The staffing allocations for each 
school included a 0.1 FTE for a teacher leader to assume the role of leading a PLC. Some 
principals offered the role to teachers who were already involved in leading literacy 
initiatives in the school and others asked for a volunteer for the position. Initially, in a few 
schools there were no teachers who were interested in becoming the PLC leader. In those 
schools the principal took on the role. 
Once all PLC leaders were assigned, I met for a full day with the group of 
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approximately twenty-four teachers and principals. My budget allowed for us to meet three 
times throughout the school year as a whole group in October, February, and May for training 
and support. Between these meetings I traveled to the schools to provide direct support to 
teachers in their classrooms and assist the PLC leaders at their meetings. I also worked with 
principals to analyze and interpret data on student achievement. I attended three principal 
meetings throughout the year to communicate our progress with the PLC initiative. PLC 
leaders worked toward developing a structure and focus for their school-based PLC meetings. 
I encouraged leaders to integrate a PLC into each of their schools in a way that met the needs 
of the teachers to support student learning and achievement. 
At our meetings throughout the year we shared the processes we used to bring 
teachers together and how we focused our discussions on student learning and achievement. 
Each PLC leader meeting consisted of three activities. First, there was opportunity for each 
leader to share successes and challenges. Second, we discussed research findings on student 
learning and examined literature about PLCs, teacher collaboration, and assessment practices. 
The third activity was a period of open discussion and planning for next steps as a PLC 
leader. 
The opportunity to share the successes and challenges we faced as PLC leaders 
became a valuable learning opportunity. Leaders learned from one another and considered 
ideas to adopt for the PLC at their school. Sharing challenges was just as valuable as an 
opportunity to articulate the difficulties each PLC encountered and recognize that others 
experienced similar difficulties. This sharing prompted discussions about possible solutions. 
Throughout the process I encouraged PLC leaders to learn from one another and to make 
their PLC meaningful and relevant to their own staff. I believed that a standardized approach 
for PLC meeting structures at each school would be ineffective and I encouraged PLC leaders 
to develop a structure that suited the unique needs and interests of their schools. They were 
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not to worry if their structure differed from other meeting structures or approaches at other 
schools. 
76 
Three big ideas from DuFour. Our first PLC leader meeting consisted of reading and 
discussing Richard Dufour 's (2004) article, What Is a PLC?, and comparing examples from 
schools across North America to understand how successful PLCs improved student learning 
and achievement. Talking about learning communities and appreciating the powerful changes 
that PLCs might help us achieve was easy, exciting, and motivating. However, the PLCs we 
were learning about were the end products of years of sustained attention and hard work. 
How to get started moving toward the end product remained somewhat of a mystery. 
As we considered Dufour 's (2004) three big ideas for a PLC, there was consistent 
agreement and support among the PLC teacher leaders for a focus on student learning. 
Focusing on what students were actually learning rather than on what teachers were asking 
students to do was meaningful for classroom teachers and we all believed that this was what 
we were already focused on. However, once we began to examine closely what our students 
were learning as opposed to what we thought we were teaching them, questions were raised. 
"Aren 't our students learning what we are teaching them?" was a common question. I 
wondered what our students were really learning. Was it content? Critical thinking? Test 
taking? All of the above? None of the above? Therefore, I asked , "Are our achievement 
results at the levels we wanted them to be?" The simple answer was no, they were not. Were 
our students Fully Meeting Expectations or Exceeding Expectations in reading and writing, 
according to the BC Performance Standards (Ministry of Education, 2002)? No, they weren 't. 
So were our students really learning as much as we believed we were teaching them? We 
realized we did not know the answer to that question. 
Dufour 's (2004) article deepened our thinking about student learning with prompts 
such as : What do we want our students to learn?, How will we know when they have learned 
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it?, and How will we support those who struggle with their learning? This focus on the 
impact of classroom practices on student learning created some healthy discussion and 
reflection. It also allowed me to make a direct connection to the importance of identifying 
and communicating learning intentions or outcomes as part of the assessment for learning 
(AFL) practices that improve student learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998). The communication 
of a clear learning intention provides students with an understanding of what they are to learn 
and enlists them as partners in accomplishing that learning. 
The second big idea from Dufour 's (2004) model for PLCs identified collaboration as 
an essential component for success. Many teacher leaders already believed that collaboration 
could be important, productive, and meaningful. The struggle for them was to find time for 
collaboration. When the purpose of collaboration was unclear, teachers found other priorities 
or they became confused and frustrated . When teachers have just twenty, thirty or forty 
minutes to spend together, the time needs to be maximized. We talked about the careful 
planning and communication and strong leadership required for successful collaboration. At 
this time I revisited Black and Wiliam 's (1998) assessment f or learning practices that call for 
clear communication of learning intentions and collaboratively constructed criteria for 
success as necessary components for productive collaboration among teachers. 
The third big idea from Dufour 's (2004) PLC model was to use student results as 
evidence for the efficacy of school improvement initiatives or interventions. This idea raised 
several concerns among the PLC teacher leaders about how test scores and course marks can 
be used or misused by a third party. The group reached consensus that examining evidence of 
student learning is essential to determine if what teachers are focusing on is what their 
students are actually learning. They also recognized that evidence of student learning can take 
a variety offorms, such as observations of behaviours or improvements in classroom 
activities as well as improvements in test scores. However, the PLC leaders were extremely 
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wary of using evidence to detennine the success of an initiative. There was definite concern 
that assessment data could be misused by the board office or some other third party to judge 
the effectiveness of classroom teachers rather than to assess the impact of a specific 
intervention on student learning. 
Teacher leaders were either personally uncomfortable with the use of evidence or they 
recognized that their colleagues would not be willing to share and discuss evidence of student 
learning in relation to a specific goal. It became apparent to me at this early stage of 
implementation that establishing trust would be essential for PLCs to develop. This teacher 
response was not surprising, considering the troubled labour relations between teachers and 
the provincial government from 2009 to 2011 . Reasons for a lack of trust varied from 
personal perceptions to political propaganda. 
Realizing that there was nothing to be gained from a continued debate about how data 
might be misused, I chose instead to return to our conversations about the first two ideas for 
PLCs: (a) a focus on student learning, and (b) professional collaboration (Dufour, 2004). I 
hoped that by the time we were ready to discuss evidence of student learning, we would be 
better prepared. I posed more questions: How will we identifY changes to instruction that 
make a difference in the achievement of our students? What are some of the indicators for 
success that we want to see? How will we know what our students need? By shifting the 
focus from the negativity around assessment to clarifying that the purpose of assessment in a 
PLC is to determine if changing our teaching methods actually made a difference to student 
learning, I was able to get our conversations back on track. 
However, the frustrations that were expressed gave me a clear message that there was 
a lack of trust between teachers and administrators and even between schools and the school 
board office. These conversations showed me that building trusting relationships was an 
essential early step in this initiative. However, I needed to remember that it would be difficult 
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to determine the success of any change without the use of data as evidence (Barth, 2001 ). 
School-wide writing assessment. Another initiative that was somewhat new to the 
school district in 2009 was the implementation of a district wide writing assessment. Before 
this, many schools in our district engaged in school-wide writing assessments to inform their 
instruction and measure student growth. Individual classroom teachers sometimes used this 
process, even if the school as a whole did not. Wright confirmed that the District Leadership 
Team (DLT) would focus on building trust with all stakeholders in order to improve student 
learning and achievement in a specific and measurable way. The formalization of school-wide 
writing assessments for elementary schools throughout the district was a first step in this 
process. 
Diane Wright and the DLT wanted assessment results that would help identify 
effective interventions. School-wide write results from across the district would provide 
information about student literacy levels that was more informative than summative report 
card assessments and less political than the Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) required by 
the BC Ministry of Education. The provincial FSA is completed by students in grades 4 and 7 
and provides a snapshot of student skills in reading, writing, and numeracy. There have been 
significant disagreements between the BC Teachers' Federation (BCTF) and the Ministry of 
Education about the interpretation, context, and communication ofFSA results. These 
disagreements resulted, in our district, in skepticism about the purpose of large scale 
standardized assessment practices and the view that district-wide writing assessments were 
another form of standardized test. Despite this skepticism, Diane remained determined to gain 
more information about student achievement and she required all elementary schools to 
assess student writing both formatively and summatively. 
Secondary schools were also important but the team recognized that they were going 
to require a different approach . The focus on elementary student writing was chosen because 
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so many teachers already recognized the value in doing these assessments. Therefore, 
discussing the writing assessment with the PLC teacher leaders was important because many 
realized that participating in the writing assessment would also meet the third component of 
PLCs, which calls for a focus on results (Dufour, 2004). Most teachers decided that a focus 
on writing was an appropriate starting place for a PLC because, according to the limited data 
we had, there was room for improvement in our students' writing across the district. 
Aligning initiatives. To make the work of our school district 's PLCs meaningful and 
productive, I realized the importance of aligning the valuable, yet unsystematic, initiatives 
that were already occurring around the district. Many PLC leaders felt that their role meant 
asking their colleagues to add one more thing to their already full schedules. Leaders had a 
designated 0.1 FTE to compensate them for the time that would be required for them to plan, 
prepare, and collaborate with colleagues. However, establishing a PLC in each school was 
contingent on voluntary teacher participation, and so a perception that inhibited teacher 
participation was cause for concern. Without active teacher participation, a PLC would not be 
meaningful nor would it make a difference in student learning and achievement. 
This is where the culture of each school impacted implementation. Successful 
implementation required the culture of a school to be flexible and open to new ideas and 
collaborative methods ofteaching while remaining focused on improving student learning. 
The need for district-wide and school-based cultures of trust had emerged when I first raised 
the topic of a focus on student results. At this point, the need for cultures that valued learning 
and collaboration also became evident. Teachers needed to see PLCs as a way to enhance and 
support their teaching as opposed to something that pulled them away from the real work 
with students in their classrooms. Therefore, aligning the various school improvement 
endeavors that were in place throughout the school district became a priority for me. I 
believed it was important that teachers and administrators gain the ability to see how the 
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pieces were a part of the whole, rather than separate bubbles isolated from one another. 
Alignment became a significant focus in the second year of the PLC initiative. 
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Finding time. Another significant hurdle for PLC leaders in the first year of this 
initiative was finding ways for teachers to meet to discuss student evidence and determine the 
focus for learning. This problem was practical but also political because of the need for 
autonomy among teachers. Teacher autonomy in British Columbia extends to instructional 
methods in a classroom. Teachers have a curriculum they are required to teach but a tradition of 
teacher autonomy supports legislated flexibility regarding the methods teachers may use. In 
some cases, teachers viewed the idea of developing a common focus for learning as a threat to 
their autonomy. 
Another consideration was the belief of some teachers that if management- that is, the 
district leaders and administrators- wanted teachers to collaborate, then time to meet should be 
provided within the school day. There were several issues connected to providing release time 
for teachers to collaborate about improving student learning. The main issue was that it was 
prohibitively expensive. The practical side of the issue was that teachers value their time. 
Participation in PLCs was a new initiative and teachers regarded it as something extra they had 
to squeeze into an already busy day. 
My intention was that through participation in a PLC, classroom practice would 
become more effective and rewarding. In spite of communicating this intention clearly, there 
were implied and sometimes explicit messages from some classroom teachers that their 
classroom practice was fine relative to other, more pressing demands for their time. Thankfully 
there was usually a small core group of teachers in each school who were willing to make 
refining instructional practices a priority, who were receptive to new methods, and who had 
trusting and respectful relationships with colleagues so that classroom challenges and 
successes could be shared. It was with this core group of teachers who were willing participants 
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in PLCs and appreciated the opportunity to meet and collaborate with their colleagues, that 
PLCs began to grow and develop. 
82 
In each school context it was important to support each PLC leader to keep 
participation voluntary and positive. It was important to look at initiating PLCs as something to 
build rather than something to demand. Starting small was difficult for me to accept and 
manage because I had a finished product in mind. I needed to recognize the lengthy process it 
would take to realize this vision. I believed that voluntary participation was the key to success. 
Although required attendance at a PLC meeting would ensure attendance, the enthusiasm 
would be missing. Required attendance would also limit the ability to build a positive culture 
about learning for all. An attendance requirement also would have perpetuated a culture of 
compliance rather than a culture of learning and trust (Mitchell & Sackney, 2009). 
In order to address the concern about how to make time for collaboration, several 
options were explored by PLC leaders. Some schools had PLCs as a regular part of the staff 
meeting agenda. One benefit of using till\e at a staff meeting was that most of the members of 
a staff were present most of the time. This allowed for the PLC to remain inclusive even 
though not all members partie ipated actively, all staff could be still be aware of the work of 
the PLC. Sometimes this staff meeting time was used to update and share the progress of 
students as a result of an intervention explored by members of the PLC. One purpose of this 
approach was to attract more teachers to participate in PLCs by demonstrating the kinds of 
work the group was doing. 
Another approach was to have meetings during lunch breaks. These meetings were 
generally difficult due to the limited time period and " interruptions" such as eating lunch, 
lunch time activities with students, and teachers who could be distracted from the focus of the 
meeting if they were thinking about their plans for the afternoon. Meetings after school were 
slightly more successful than the lunch time meetings but usually only attracted the small 
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core of teachers who were the most willing to collaborate and learn from each other's 
experiences. Meetings were always open to all staff members and PLC leaders were 
encouraged to communicate will all staff members regarding meeting agendas, times, and 
locations. The intention was to be as inclusive as possible and teachers were welcomed to 
participate at a level of commitment that they were comfortable with. My hope was to entice 
and attract participants rather than force participation. 
One of the most successful models used to create time for PLCs to meet was 
developed at the larger, urban elementary schools with enrolments from eighty to more than 
three hundred students. A school-wide buddy reading program was established so that 
intermediate classes were paired with primary classes for reading. Intermediate teachers 
could then be released to collaborate for a portion of an afternoon while the primary teachers 
supervised the buddy readers; the following week the primary teachers were released. 
Participation in both the buddy reading project and the PLC was voluntary. Nearly all 
teachers participated in PLCs by attending the meetings during the time created using this 
model, although some teachers joined discussion at the meetings without changing their 
classroom practice. 
It appeared that for some teachers, the discussion and examination of resources was 
necessary to gain a level of comfort with new ideas or methods before they were ready to 
implement an intervention in their classrooms. It was important for the PLC leaders to remain 
inclusive and flexible as the learning community developed but also maintain a focus so that 
teachers believed their time was being used productively. Success depended upon the 
patience of the PLC teacher leaders and their understanding that building relationships and 
trust was essential to developing a collegial and collaborative culture at each school. Upon 
reflection, starting small and doing it well was the right approach to develop meaningful 
PLCs. Our structure allowed for growth and adaptation and there was always the open 
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invitation for colleagues to participate at a level of engagement that they were comfortable 
with. 
84 
Small, rural schools had a different set of challenges. Teachers in these schools often 
taught a primary class (Kindergarten to grade three) or an intermediate class (grades four to 
seven). The principal often taught 0.6 or 0.8 (FTE), meaning that one of the teachers worked 
part time and other teaching positions were shared or filled by itinerant teachers who traveled 
to the school periodically. The teachers in these schools had a variety ofteaching assignments. 
Meeting during the day at a small, rural school was an impossibility because one of the 
teachers always needed to be teaching students and therefore only one teacher could be 
released at a time. The role of leading the PLC for each of our small rural schools was 
initially assigned by the district principal to itinerant learning support teachers. The intention 
was that the itinerant learning support teachers could lead PLCs in each of the schools they 
were assigned to and they could offer connections between schools as well. 
Due to the small size of the schools, efforts were made by the teachers and principals 
to align the work of the PLC with the school goals for student learning and achievement. The 
difficulty with this structure was that the itinerant teachers were not always a part of the 
school plan process or regular staff meetings and thus they were often not well informed 
about the focus for learning at the school and were not a part of determining the focus for 
learning. Therefore, I recognized that leading a PLC required someone who was 
knowledgeable about the school plans and could offer meaningful contributions, 
encouragement and reminders as needed. Although assigning an itinerant teacher the role of 
PLC teacher leader was intended as a way to broaden discussion and support the itinerant 
teachers ' connection to the school, it did not work out that way. Itinerant teachers were 
closely connected to specific students but not to the school as a whole. Leading a PLC did not 
bridge that gap for them. Upon reflection, we considered that these itinerant learning support 
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teachers were also teaching in several rural and remote schools, each with its own staff and 
school goals. 
85 
Implementation for secondary schools. The large high schools in our school district 
had similar challenges with initiating and developing PLCs in the first year of this initiative. 
The high schools are semestered and PLC teacher leaders were allocated 0.143 FTE (one 
block out of an eight block timetable), which meant that teacher leaders at the high schools 
had one block either in semester one or in semester two. Consequently, there was no support 
for a PLC in the other semester. If the PLC block was scheduled in second semester it was 
difficult for the PLC to capitalize on the September start up for planning to align teacher 
learning and resources with setting school goals. If the block was scheduled for first semester, 
then nothing happened for PLCs during the second semester. 
The bigger problem however, was that high school teachers were most often 
specialists in one or two subject areas. It was difficult to determine a focus for improved 
student learning and achievement and for the related teacher learning when teachers viewed 
their teaching focus as subject and curriculum specific . PLC leaders made efforts to develop a 
literacy focus because all teachers generally agreed that literacy was important in all areas of 
the curriculum. However, teachers teaching courses with a prescribed content curriculum 
continuously felt time pressures. They were consistently trying to balance the pace of 
learning with the content they were required to deliver. They wanted time to go into greater 
detail in some areas of their subject and provide students with learning opportunities to 
deepen their skills and understanding. Therefore these teachers generally rejected the 
suggestion of incorporating a focus on literacy skills in their classroom practice. Their 
recognition of the value of literacy was overshadowed by concern about how much time it 
might pull from their regular course work. 
Unfortunately, subject specialist teachers often prioritized their time according to 
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discipline-specific priorities. They recognized that developing students ' literacy skills may 
require them to learn new methods, through the PLC or professional development. When 
these teachers were faced with the choice between spending their time learning to be better 
reading teachers as opposed to learning more about methods for their content material, 
specializations often prevailed. For example, becoming better at supporting students with 
their reading was not as high a priority for a science specialist as developing an extended lab 
to deepen the students ' understanding of a scientific concept. 
I expected the big ideas and questions from DuFour (2004) to provide a natural focus 
for discussion about improving student learning for secondary PLCs but this potential was 
not realized in the first year of the initiative. Ideally, I believed that mixed groups of subject 
specialists collecting and interpreting data to show which students needed intervention and 
how interventions were impacting these students would be beneficial. As the LCC who was 
also a secondary teacher, I understood that more work was needed to develop and promote a 
culture of trust before open conversations about evidence of student learning would be 
integrated with teaching practice. Therefore, at the secondary level, developing a common 
focus for teacher learning presented a variety of challenges for PLC teacher leaders. 
The school-wide write assessment was optional in secondary schools but participation 
presented some challenges. The first challenge was that not all teachers felt qualified to 
administer a writing assessment. Others did not want to dedicate valuable instructional days 
to an assessment that was not a direct reflection of the learning outcomes for content courses. 
There was a risk of an inaccurate result if students did not take the writing assessment 
seriously because it was completed in a content area class where writing was not the focus of 
instruction. The alternative was to have English Language Arts (English) departments accept 
responsibility for writing assessments. However, there was some resistance from English 
teachers because they feared that results below expectations would reflect poorly on their 
FOSTERING A CULTURE OF INQUIRY 
teaching. There were also concerns about how the results of the assessment would be used, 
shared, or compared. These concerns were similar to those expressed by the PLC teacher 
leaders at the beginning of implementation, which highlighted the issue of trust between 
teachers and administrators at the school and district level. 
87 
As the first year of this initiative ended I reflected on the successes and challenges I 
had encountered. The initiation phase ofthis initiative was complete once the decision to hire 
a coordinator was made and the funding allocations were in place to proceed. When the 
school year started, the implementation phase of Full an 's (2007) change process began. I was 
in place as the Learning Communities Coordinator and all of our 0.1 FTE PLC leaders were 
identified as well. This year truly represented Full an 's (2007) description of implementation 
because it was our first experience with attempting to put an idea into practice. 
One of the successes was that the group of PLC leaders had a clear understanding of 
the purpose and function of a PLC . They felt confident about knowing the what of a PLC but 
the significant challenge that remained was the how. The kinds of questions and feedback that 
I received by the end of the first year ofthis initiative informed me of the progress we had 
made and what I needed to do to plan for year two. One of the common questions from PLC 
leaders was about how to know what they should actually do at their meetings. Based on this 
question I understood that we needed to spend more time learning how to analyze evidence of 
student learning and then how to use that evidence to adjust instruction. 
YEAR 2: 2010-2011 
The second year of the Cariboo-Chilcotin School District's PLC initiative began with 
me, as the LCC, having a better understanding of what teachers and schools needed in order 
to implement PLCs successfully. PLC leaders understood that the purpose ofPLCs was to 
build the capacity of teachers to improve student learning and achievement. The biggest 
question I needed to answer was how to help the PLC leaders in each school develop their 
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focus for teacher learning. An important concern was to get more teachers involved. I 
believed that developing a clear focus for student learning in each school would result in 
greater participation because teachers would be willing to invest their time and energy if they 
recognized that the purpose was both meaningful and immediately relevant. I needed to find a 
way to help the PLC leaders organize a focus for their PLCs. 
A structure for inquiry. Considering what I already knew about the value of inquiry 
for teacher learning, the DLT and I decided that providing a structure for each PLC leader to 
use to conduct an inquiry was the best course of action (Kaser & Halbert, 2009; Hattie, 2009). 
A more structured inquiry approach would provide PLC leaders with a template for a plan of 
action yet allow for the freedom to develop the focus of the inquiry, taking into account the 
specific needs of students and the existing skills of their teachers. This approach is reflective 
of the tight but loose framework described by Thompson and Wiliam (2008) because 
engaging in an inquiry that focused on improving student learning would be required, or tight, 
but the specific focus of student learning and interventions would be open to teachers ' 
discretion, or loose. Application of this concept appeared to have potential to balance teacher 
autonomy and flexibility with the bigger picture of focused leadership to improve student 
learning and achievement. 
Before I engaged in the next phase of learning about conducting an inquiry with the 
PLC leaders, there were a few structural changes to be made in the way they were organized. 
These changes were based on the successes and challenges of the first year of this initiative. 
One of the first modifications that I made to the structure of the PLCs for the second year was 
for the small, rural schools to have a teacher on staff as the PLC leader rather than an itinerant 
teacher. I hoped this change would bring a more consistent presence for PLC work to the day 
to day workings of the schools. Another change was to increase the PLC staffing assignment 
in the secondary schools from a 0.143 FTE to 0.286 FTE. This increase meant that teachers 
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leading PLCs in the secondary schools could maintain the initiative for the whole school year, 
rather than for only one semester. In the second year of implementation we also had several 
personnel changes in PLC leaders. The itinerants were replaced by staff members who 
worked in the schools and other changes resulted from staff changes. This meant that there 
were some new people who needed to learn about leading a PLC and I also needed to meet 
the needs of the PLC leaders who had now had a year of experience. 
One of the observations I made in year one was that the role ofPLCs within the 
school district needed clarification. PLC leaders struggled with implementation when the 
teachers they worked with perceived that the PLC was still one extra thing that teachers and 
principals were expected to do as opposed to a vehicle to integrate meaningful initiatives. 
Participants in school-based PLCs needed to determine what their role was within the 
existing system of learning for the school district. Principals had school plans and goals that 
they wanted to see achieved and the work of the school-based PLC was meant to be driven by 
the needs of the classroom teachers based on the needs of their current students. The goals in 
the school plans were not always aligned with the goals of the PLCs and processes for 
gathering evidence were not always consistent, even when goals were similar. 
Principals required summative evidence in the form of numerical marks so they could 
look for patterns in growth and achievement. Classroom teachers often looked for formative 
and qualitative evidence of improvement, such as reading or writing behaviours, and student 
application of learning strategies. Therefore, in order for evidence to be meaningful for all 
stakeholders, including principals, teachers and students, the process for generating and 
measuring evidence of learning needed to be consistent. This way, discussions about learning 
and assessment would be possible and the evidence of learning could be used for both 
formative and summative purposes, allowing for a more streamlined assessment process. 
Therefore, in our disconnected system, more work than necessary was required when 
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teachers used one assessment tool to meet a school goal and another assessment for 
classroom and PLC goals. This approach perpetuated the perception that participation in a 
PLC required more work. Consequently not all goals were achieved because teachers and 
principals were simply not interested in doing more work. The question I needed to answer 
was : How can we align the work of the PLCs with the pre-existing literacy improvement plan 
mode/ f or school improvement? Developing an inquiry model was necessary to align 
initiatives within schools as well as to clarify a process for learning and improvement flexible 
enough to meet the needs of principals, teachers, and students. 
A planning template: Building Resilient Learners. I developed an inquiry model 
based on Halbert and Kaser 's (2009) sp iral of inquiry. A template that I designed provided a 
process for principals to follow to initiate inquiry in their schools and replaced the existing 
template they used to submit school improvement plans to the Director oflnstruction. The 
process begins by prompting the school team to determine the learning challenge for their 
school. The next step is to formulate the learning challenge as an inquiry question with an 
unknown answer that is more than yes or no. 
An example of a good inquiry questions was : How will providing consistent 
opportunities for reading conferences throughout the school year affect the reading abilities 
and achievement of our intermediate students? This was a better question than, Will the use of 
reading conferences improve our intermediate students ' reading? The current literature about 
reading conferences suggested that the answer would likely be yes but the how part of the 
question provided a focus on implementation and data collection and analysis. I provided 
prompts and questions on the inquiry model to help guide principals, PLC leaders, and school 
staff to align the processes of school planning and inquiry. The inquiry template also included 
prompts for each step of the spiral of inquiry from Kaser and Halbert (2009). Through the 
template, I provided a step-by-step process for determining the criteria for the success of the 
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inquiry at each school, identifying the focus for teacher learning and the assessment tools and 
practices to be used, and documenting results, analysis, and finally, reflections. 
For nearly all schools, the inquiry process was designed to take place over a school 
year; however, the option to do smaller inquiry cycles was also made available to them. For 
PLCs, this model of inquiry provided a vehicle for moving forward with building the capacity 
of teachers so that they were better able to meet the needs of the students and improve 
learning and achievement. School principals and PLCs were encouraged to collaborate to 
determine an inquiry that met the needs of principals, teachers, and students. The inquiry 
model provided a clear process for the work of each school-based PLC. This model also 
allowed for school plans and PLCs to be aligned with each other and to promote a culture of 
learning for teachers as they worked toward improved student learning and achievement. 
Therefore, in the second year of this initiative school literacy plans were renamed 
Building Resilient Learners plans and were submitted by each school, using the template that 
I designed. The name of the Building Resilient Learners Plan was chosen to communicate the 
district 's whole child approach to supporting learning and achievement. It was designed to 
develop an inquiry mindset at each school, focus attention on addressing the social and 
emotional needs of students, and replace the previously required Comprehensive School 
Health plans and literacy plans. We structured the plan to encourage documentation of 
positive practices that were already occurring in schools. We wanted teachers to understand 
that our goal was not to do require them to do more for students with less time and resources 
but to note their successes and perhaps increase district support. By combining these purposes, 
we attempted to meet various stakeholders' needs, align purposes, and reduce the reporting 
load for principals. We hoped that our inquiry model would make the task of planning to 
improve student learning and achievement specific, manageable, and achievable. 
Creating a structure for school improvement that emphasized the work we were doing 
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while offering autonomy, flexibility, and support for collaboration and tracking results was a 
rewarding experience. I was proud of the work that I did to develop the template for this plan; 
success was evident in the way that district leaders embraced the approach and tailored the 
components to suit the focus of their portfolios. For example, the district principal 
responsible for supporting schools with the social, emotional, and physical wellbeing of 
students appreciated the way that the new planning format integrated health into the focus of 
each school. The template encouraged a focus on literacy and allowed for an optional focus 
on numeracy. Linking an action component to these inquiry and improvement plans brought 
consistency for focusing and developing new learning for educators in our district. 
Both Diane Wright and Jerome Beauchamp continue to regard the development and 
naming of our Building Resilient Learners Plan and framework for inquiry as one of the very 
best tools we have developed to increase trust within our district. The tool proved to be 
effective because it is transparent and purposeful, it provides a scaffold for improving student 
learning and achievement, and supports the use of data to inform goal setting. For example, 
prior to establishing this format, many school plans focused on acquiring resources. Their 
plans identified general goals that made it difficult to measure growth. 
An example of a goal that was too general to be meaningful was: To improve the 
reading writing and speaking abilities of all students. Reading, writing and speaking skills 
are all identified in the English Language Arts IRP, so if teachers simply followed the 
curriculum, the goal would be met. The challenge was to make goals specific enough to serve 
as a meaningful focus for teachers to learn from and collaborate to achieve. With general 
goals, it was too difficult to see when progress occurred or to identify which teaching 
practices actually made a difference to student learning. With more specific and measurable 
goals, teachers could learn from the process and become more purposeful about sustaining 
improvements with effective strategies. 
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In the second year of this initiative the inquiry approach to support student learning 
and achievement was communicated to principals by the Director of Instruction. I 
communicated the inquiry approach early in the school year to the PLC leaders as well. 
Principals collaborated with PLC leaders and their staff to develop meaningful inquiries 
together. By working together staff were able to identify the learning needs and strengths of 
their students and develop their inquiry question early in the school year. Then, as the second 
year of this initiative progressed, the PLC could focus some of their teaching and learning 
around their inquiry question. Several principals with busy workloads were candid in their 
responses to me about their previous school plans. They confessed that although they cared 
about improving their schools, the plans they had written had minimal impact on their daily 
work. In the past, they completed writing plans in September and rarely thought about it 
again until May or June, when it was time to report results. 
Consequently, when the goals identified in the school plan were not a priority for 
principals, it was unlikely they would be a priority for teachers. The new inquiry approach to 
school plans enabled a stronger connection between the school plan and the actual work of 
principals, teachers, and students throughout the school year. The work of school-based PLCs 
became more relevant and meaningful to staff. Aligning school plans and PLC inquiry 
provided a meaningful context for ongoing professional dialogue and learning to become 
more formalized and recognized among staff as a means to improve student learning and 
achievement. 
A unified PLC Leader group. The second year of the PLC initiative began with 
providing new PLC leaders with the information they needed about what it meant to lead a 
PLC inquiry. Initially I considered organizing separate groups for returning and new PLC 
leaders. However, I soon realized that one unified group was the most effective option 
because leading PLCs was still relatively new and there was also the new approach to inquiry 
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to introduce to the ongoing PLC leaders. I recognized that I had learned more about the 
change process during year one and I began year two prepared to refine my approach. I was 
developing a deeper understanding of the cultural shift that we needed to foster in order to 
embed the meaningful work of a PLC in each school. 
I wanted to develop a sense of shared identity with all of the PLC leaders, so that each 
person identified with the process of learning we were all a part of. As in our first year, our 
first PLC meeting included a careful examination of Eaker, DuFour, and DuFour 's (2002) 
model for PLCs. We continued to focus on collaboration to improve student learning but with 
more emphasis on looking for evidence of change in student learning. The PLC leaders and I 
also continued to support the use of a school-wide writing assessment for establishing a 
baseline of student achievement, using the results to develop a focus for student learning, and 
developing teaching practices to meet student needs more effectively. The school-wide 
writing assessment gave teachers the common experience of using assessment to inform and 
guide instruction. Finally, we were able to make observations about whether interventions 
made a difference to student achievement. This common assessment provided valuable 
evidence for reflection about the efficacy of classroom interventions to support student 
learning. 
Focus on inquiry. Although most teachers could describe an inquiry approach to 
learning, they needed more information about the spiral of inquiry model (Kaser & Halbert, 
2009) that we used to develop the Building Resilient Learners Plan format. This information 
helped them understand how to drive the work of a PLC forward with inquiry. The model we 
used is illustrated in Figure . 
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Figure 4. Spiral of inquiry (Kaser & Halbert, 2009). This figure identifies the cyclical 
process of professional inquiry for educators. 
Each step of this cycle was supported by research on formative assessment (Black & 
Wiliam, 1998). We added questions that prompted attention to the social and emotional 
well-being of students and their engagement with learning. The Building Resilient Learners 
template was intended to be a working document to support the process of leading an inquiry 
as well as demonstrate how other initiatives in our district fit within the same process. These 
initiatives included teacher collaboration, benchmarks for student learning, formative 
assessment, maintaining a focus on student engagement, and supporting the social and 
emotional wellbeing of our students. 
The spiral of inquiry was embedded in the Building Resilient Learners Plan template 
and provided a common focus for school staff. Elementary PLCs divided into intermediate 
and primary groups, with release time for meetings facilitated by the buddy reading program. 
Primary and intermediate PLCs met to pursue strategies relevant to their grade levels while 
the whole school worked toward a common goal. 
At the secondary level, PLCs also followed the Building Resilient Learners Plan to 
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guide their inquiry process. The Building Resilient Learners Plan at the secondary schools 
served the same purpose as it did for the elementary schools. However, at the secondary level 
part of the same problem from year one of this initiative remained. Too few teachers 
participated. The importance of literacy as a focus was recognized and appreciated across all 
subjects but the actual teaching and assessment of literacy skills remained the responsibility 
of English departments. Developing a common focus for the entire staff, or even a focus 
within a subject area, proved to be a significant challenge for PLC leaders and principals. 
This is one ofthe points where I struggled with competing interests within this 
initiative. I knew what I wanted secondary teachers to do but I also realized that simply 
telling them what to do would not be successful. For example, I believed that if our secondary 
teachers pursued a common goal of assessment for learning practices, teachers in all 
curriculum areas would develop their skills in formative assessment as well as develop 
engagement and ownership of learning among students (Black & Wiliam, 1998). However, 
even if I had the power to issue a directive from the district office to focus on formative 
assessment, I knew that a directive approach had not been effective in the past. Further, a 
directive approach would not support the development of teacher ownership and personal 
meaning necessary for successful and sustainable change in classroom practices. Further, 
directives were not supported by what I had learned about leading effective PLCs. 
I needed to maintain, as a priority, the principle that PLC goals were driven by the 
learning needs of teachers as they worked toward meeting the needs of their students. For 
example, in the early stages of this initiative at the secondary level, PLC leaders 
communicated to their colleagues that a successful PLC is member-driven and this meant that 
it was up to the members of a PLC to determine the focus for learning. Some teachers were 
able to identify quickly what they wanted to learn more about. However, when asked about 
why they wanted to learn this or how this learning would support their students ' learning and 
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achievement, their responses were less clear. 
When I pursued this ambiguity with PLC leaders and some PLCs, it became apparent 
that the interests of the teachers were based more on intuition than informed by assessment 
data. Therefore, even ifthe teachers ' interests would directly benefit student learning, there 
was no way of identifying the efficacy of initiatives beyond anecdotal observations. It was 
apparent that assessment-informed instruction was an important next step in our learning. 
Without it, two of the three big ideas of a successful PLC, a focus on student learning and a 
focus on results, would not be addressed. Without a reliable assessment protocol to inform 
instruction, teachers would not know, beyond their anecdotal observations, the efficacy of 
their classroom interventions on student learning and achievement. 
Another focus I needed to maintain related to leadership. Simply telling the secondary 
staff to focus on assessment for learning was not a successful leadership strategy. However, in 
spite of what I knew about PLCs as member-driven, I also believed that the secondary staff 
needed something to focus on as a starting point. I decided to share the research on 
assessment for learning (AFL) practices with PLC leaders, at staff meetings, and in 
professional development workshops. I provided a summary of supporting research and 
demonstrated models of effective AFL practices. Setting AFL implementation as a goal was a 
way to include teachers from a variety of subject areas. As I forged ahead, I attempted to 
remain true to the goals of teacher-initiated PLCs; I encouraged secondary teachers to 
identify what concerned them most about their students and then I provided formative 
assessment options for addressing those concerns. 
Finding a meaningful, cohesive focus for our large secondary schools was a daunting 
task and I did not arrive at a solution in the second year of this initiative. I knew enough 
about leadership at this point to know what not to do. I knew I wanted secondary teachers to 
participate in their PLC to deepen their understanding of their teaching practice and perhaps 
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Jearn new methods as well. However, I was not sure about the method to use to arrive at that 
point. 
In hindsight, I realize that my decision to share AFL with secondary teachers was 
perhaps not the best move. An alternate approach would have been to find out what teachers 
in all curriculum areas already knew and needed to know about their students ' learning needs. 
This information-seeking approach may have opened discussions about formative assessment 
while maintaining respect for the integrity of PLCs as member-driven. I believe that I Jet my 
desire for a common approach for tackling student learning and achievement at the secondary 
level override what I had learned about effective implementation. Although I did not achieve 
the range of participation I had hoped for, there were some positive outcomes and so I do not 
think the move was a complete failure. 
Another challenge I encountered during the second year of this initiative to develop 
PLCs in all schools revolved around supporting teacher development as PLC leaders. I had 
not made leadership learning an explicit focus. At the time my main focus was learning about 
what it means to be a part of a PLC and using inquiry to monitor student learning and inform 
teacher learning. I assumed that leadership development was embedded in the work we were 
doing. However, I later realized that making collegial leadership a more explicit component 
might have helped some of the PLCs operate more successfully. 
One of the leadership components that I needed to address was the concept of 
ownership in our own learning. Language that included phrases such as: "We are supposed to 
do this .. . " and "I am supposed to tell you ... " indicated to me that there was a lack of 
ownership for the teacher leader leading the initiative and this lack of ownership was then 
passed on to members of the PLC. This language conveyed the impression that the PLC was a 
top down directive. In reality, it was a top down decision designed to increase the capacity of 
teachers for bottom-up learning and improvement. The focus of each PLC for teacher 
I 
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learning was to come from classroom teachers, based on their observations of the needs of 
their students. The initiative was not meant to bring about compliance but to structure work 
that would be meaningful and relevant to teachers for their work with students. However, 
attempting to balance a top down initiative and a bottom up focus for teacher learning was an 
underlying tension throughout the entire process. 
Perhaps if I had spent more time developing leadership in the first and second years of 
this initiative there would have been a greater sense of ownership sooner rather than later. 
PLC leaders who truly believed that the PLC was a venue for developing their teaching and 
assessment practices to better meet the needs of their students had a greater sense of 
ownership from the beginning. Those who had natural or intuitive leadership skills and 
believed in the benefits ofPLCs had a sense of ownership in the work of their PLC. Those 
who did not have this leadership skill set and these beliefs did not have achieve the same 
sense of ownership of the work or fully realize the benefits of PLCs. A greater focus on 
developing leadership skills early in the process might have alleviated some ofthis tension. 
It is important to note that teacher leadership was not the only reason some PLCs 
were struggling to become a meaningful part of the culture in their schools. Sometimes staff 
were resistant to change and were simply satisfied with the progress of their students and 
their existing classroom practices. Some teachers did not believe that a PLC formed at the 
insistence of district leaders was the best way to tackle student achievement issues. Some of 
these concerns appeared to stem from a lack of trust between teachers and district leaders. 
The lack of trust in some circumstances had deeply rooted histories and required more time 
for positive relationships to develop in order to re-establish trust. 
As the Learning Communities Coordinator, to mitigate distrust, I maintained a 
constant focus on what we could do to best meet the needs of our students. However, one of 
the biggest obstacles that continuously threatened the relationship between teachers and 
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district leaders was the collection of school-wide writing assessment evidence. Teachers 
wanted to know how this evidence was going to be used . This was a fair and relevant 
question. They were concerned about potential misuse of the data to rate the effectiveness of 
a teacher or to compare and rank schools. These concerns were a result of the annual ranking 
of schools in British Columbia by the Fraser Institute, based on Foundation Skills 
Assessments (FSA) in reading, writing and numeracy. 
Our classroom teachers recognized that one test per year is not an adequate reflection 
of school performance and that many variables should be considered when attempting to 
determine school effectiveness. Therefore, constant reassurance that evidence from our 
school wide writing assessment would not be misused to rank teachers was necessary. 
However, it was more important to demonstrate the intended and appropriate use of the data. 
We spent a portion of our first and second meetings of year two discussing how classroom 
teachers could use their school-wide writing assessments early in the school year to inform 
their instruction. They could use mid-point assessments to monitor progress and an end of the 
year assessment to determine growth and the impact of new instructional practices on student 
writing. Principals could use the initial assessments to develop a profile of the intermediate 
and primary students and then establish goals and inquiries that accurately reflected student 
needs. District leaders could use the assessments to understand student writing skills in our 
district and provide support for what teachers needed to learn to bring about improvements. 
Support could mean funding training opportunities for teachers and principals, release time 
for collaboration, or new approaches to professional development, such as learning rounds. 
Building trusting relationships was, for me, an ongoing effort. Although this priority 
was not always explicitly stated, it was integral to the way that I worked with others. 
Throughout the first two years of the PLC initiative, I made efforts to personalize and value 
my work with individual teachers and their classes. I believe this personal work helped to 
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build a sense of trust in the PLC initiative and the intentions of district leaders. Teachers that I 
worked with directly were less likely to see the PLC work as meaningful and to trust that 
assessment results would not be misused. Fortunately, many of these teachers have shared the 
value of our collaboration with their colleagues. In hindsight, the result has been a more 
positive view, throughout the district, of connecting teacher learning to student learning with 
formative assessment and inquiry. 
Summary of year two. One of the most prominent successes in year two was the 
integration of inquiry with school plans, which increased recognition of PLCs as a valuable 
vehicle for change. Another success was the increasing number of teachers who recognized 
the value ofPLC inquiry and were ready and willing to participate in meaningful and positive 
ways. PLCs were becoming a regular part of the way principals and teachers in the district 
approached school plans, common assessments, professional learning, and collaboration. 
School staff began to understand and trust the use of evidence to inform instruction and 
benefit students. More positive and more trusting relationships between teachers and district 
leaders built a foundation for increased discussion about student learning. Over the course of 
year two, concerns about the misuse of student assessment data began to wane and significant 
progress was made toward the full implementation of PLCs as a vehicle for improving 
teacher capacity and student achievement. 
At the end of year two, the successes we had experienced convinced me that we were 
moving in the right direction, although there was still work to do to implement meaningful 
PLCs in all schools. PLCs were floundering in small rural and remote schools where there 
were just two teachers who had many roles. These teachers taught multi-grade classes with 
four grades, they coached, led extra-curricular activities for students, and served as staff 
representatives for the teachers ' association and professional development and health and 
safety committees. Each role required meetings at the school site and in Williams Lake, 
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which was from one to three hours away. Therefore, the addition of a 0.1 FTE for leading a 
PLC was barely noticeable in day to day teaching schedules and there was hope of the only 
two teachers in the school meeting within the school day. 
Secondary school PLCs were still limited to a small number of teachers who were 
actively involved in reflective teaching and looking for more effective ways to meet the needs 
oftheir students. However, these teachers may have sought ways to improve their 
professional practice even without access to a formal PLC. Therefore, for the standard sized 
elementary school with a staff of at least five or six educators, there was progress and 
commitment evident near the end of year two. However, a whole district realization of the 
value of PLCs for improving classroom practice and student learning and achievement was 
not achieved by the end of this year. 
The frustration that I experienced in this second year of PLC implementation was 
based on my concern that we were not there yet; we still did not have full implementation of 
PLCs working and improving student learning and achievement in all of our schools. At the 
beginning of this initiative I had anticipated that we would simply organize school staff into 
PLCs and that my work as the Learning Communities Coordinator would be to support PLC 
leaders with assessment and instruction ideas, demonstrations, and resources. Although these 
tasks were definitely part of my work, I underestimated the time that was needed to develop 
and embed PLCs into the culture of our schools. There was a lot more to developing 
meaningful PLCs than I had anticipated. 
Building trust was a time consuming process. I learned to make sure, in my 
interactions with teachers, PLC leaders, and principals, that I was listening to them rather 
than just having them listen to me. I learned to be more supportive of new ideas but also to 
recognize when it was appropriate to offer thoughtful feedback. Without trust, these kinds of 
open conversations, feedback, and learning would have been limited and progress would have 
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stalled. 
Chapter Summary 
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A reflection of Full an's (2007) change process during and after Years I and 2 of this 
study reassured me that meaningful and sustainable change takes time and perseverance. This 
knowledge helped me to be more patient with the slow pace and incremental nature of our 
change from 2009 to 2011. My occasional feelings of doubt and frustration were balanced 
with calls from PLC leaders who were excited about the new inroads they were making in 
their schools and the positive impact they believed they were having on student learning. By 
focusing on the success we had achieved, I was able to continue to be energized about this 
initiative and maintain my commitment to persevere for the remaining three years of the five 
year initiative. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis 
Chapter Preview 
I have learned that there is not one single path or roadmap to improving teacher 
capacity and student learning but there may be benchmarks for growth that can help guide 
and inform the journey. This chapter explores the understanding that building meaningful 
PLCs takes time and commitment; it also requires trust and patience for all stakeholders in 
the school system. I will examine the factors of time, commitment, trust, and patience as the 
principles that I can be learned from this initiative, and applied to future school improvement 
efforts. These principles are evident in the factors that contributed to our success and the 
challenges that we met. They are essential to the leadership learning that can be drawn from 
this experience. 
Factors Contributing to Success 
My first focus question was: What factors or decisions contribute to the success we 
have experienced so far? To begin to address this question it is important to go back to the 
reason implementing PLCs was viewed as a potential course of action. The District 
Leadership Team in School District #27 recognized a need for change to improve student 
learning and achievement, with teachers developing ownership of the process to make the 
change sustainable. As both Allington (2002) and Hattie (2009) have shown, the quality of 
classroom teaching has a powerful effect on student learning and achievement. Considering 
that socio-economics and family circumstances are beyond the reach ofthe school, a focus on 
improving the capacity of classroom teachers has the greatest potential to improve student 
learning and achievement. Therefore focusing on teachers and helping them learn to use data 
to inform instruction was an important step toward improving student learning. 
Another decision that led to the success of this initiative was the allocation of 
adequate resources. The school district hired me as the Learning Communities Coordinator 
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and they allocated the funds to support a 0.1 FTE PLC leader in each school. There was a 
budget to provide release time for teachers to collaborate and learn together. Allocating these 
resources over the first two years and beyond contributed to the conditions for learning and 
sustainability. Together the PLC leaders and I created opportunities for regular support and 
communication with one another and we established a collaborative atmosphere. Over time, 
we established common understanding of the purpose and function of a PLC and what 
authentic student learning could look like. We chose some common assessment practices, 
which helped us to learn to make instructional decisions based on data about student strengths 
and needs. 
Support and cooperation from the District Leadership Team was a great asset to my 
effectiveness in the position of LCC. The principals also helped to align the initiatives of our 
entire district so that they were cohesive and integrated. Processes were flexible enough to 
overcome distrust and to build ownership among schools, principals, PLC leaders and 
teachers. Creativity, flexibility, and inclusiveness have been important at all stages of this 
initiative. Recognizing the need for ownership and therefore customizing initiatives to meet 
the needs of students and staff at individual schools has been an essential component of 
success. 
One of the most successful components of this initiative has been to develop and 
implement a model of inquiry as a common approach for gathering evidence and determining 
levels of success . This approach to professional learning is tight enough to support a 
district-wide conversation and common understanding of student achievement but loose 
enough to allow for school or teacher-based customization to respond to specific student 
needs (Fullan, 1998). This approach created a sense of ownership among many school staff 
and allowed inquiry to become a part of the school culture rather than an extra duty required 
by the central school board office. The District Leadership Team and I devised a template that 
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prompted attention to all of the needs of our students so that initiatives for social, emotional, 
and physical needs complemented academic initiatives. This way, all of the needs of students 
were considered and schools could develop comprehensive plans to meet those needs. 
To summarize, I attribute the success that was achieved in the first two years of this 
initiative to the initial provision of adequate resources and a structure of specific roles to 
support development of PLCs at each school. In the implementation stage, key factors were 
trust, alignment, and cultural change. Trust developed as a result of patience and persistence, 
willingness to adjust the initiative to local needs, and the emphasis on invitations rather than 
directives. Alignment occurred when this initiative was integrated with school plans, to make 
them more meaningful and to structure a clear inquiry process to follow. Cultural change 
began when staff began to accept PLC inquiry as a routine process that helped them teach 
more effectively. 
Challenges 
The second focus question for this study was: What factors can be seen as challenges 
to moving toward the goal of improved teacher capacity? For this question, I define 
challenges as the difficulties encountered as well as missed opportunities. An unanticipated 
challenge was the amount of time it took for PLC leaders and me to build the interest and 
trust needed for widespread participation in PLCs. Developing and maintaining teachers' 
interest in this initiative required perseverance and a perpetually positive attitude, which I 
found challenging at times. However, I believed in the initiative and its potential benefit for 
our students; my moral purpose (Kaser & Halbert, 2009) contributed to my persistence. 
Another considerable challenge for me as the Learning Communities Coordinator was 
to find a way to help teachers understand that participating in a PLC was not just another 
meeting to attend. Instead, I wanted teachers to know that PLC inquiry would simplify and 
enhance their classroom teaching and their capacity to teach more effectively. This challenge 
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was particularly evident at the secondary level. Generally, secondary teachers seemed to find 
it more challenging to focus on adjusting their teaching methods to improve student learning 
and achievement. Their feedback indicated that the demands of content rich curriculum in 
conjunction with time limited semesters outweighed their willingness to explore teaching and 
assessment methods beyond their current experience. They indicated that they believed it was 
too risky to take time to explore teaching methods that may initially take longer or require 
some trial and error when they knew that they could deliver the course as they always had 
with relative success. This challenge did not extend to all secondary teachers. Eventually, in 
the years following the initial two year period described in this study, there were increasing 
numbers of secondary teachers who examined their practice, tried new methods, and noticed 
significant gains in their students' engagement and achievement. 
Conducting effective PLC meetings was an early challenge for most, if not all, PLC 
leaders. PLC leaders needed support to find a balance between attempting to meet the needs 
of all teachers, which would be nearly impossible, and providing teachers with opportunities 
to create meaningful and relevant improvements for their own unique classroom settings. The 
teachers new to PLCs needed a process that they believed was worth their time. If meetings 
were running the risk of getting off track, lacked an agenda, or were disorganized so that the 
agenda was not followed, PLC leaders risked the perception that the PLC was not worthwhile. 
Organization, focus , and time management were essential qualities for achieving any measure 
of success. 
Upon reflection, at the end of the second year of this initiative I realized that one area 
I could have paid more attention to from the beginning was the leadership learning of the 
PLC leaders. I had not made leadership learning an explicit focus of our meetings; I assumed 
it was embedded in the work we were doing. Our meetings focused on what the information 
was, why it was important, and how to use it. One of the resources that I had used as my 
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guide for working with and coaching colleagues was Keys to Effective Coaching by Fountas 
and Pinnell (2009). This resource helped me learn to work effectively with other 
professionals as opposed to teaching students and it may have helped PLC leaders understand 
the importance of the social context for learning. More attention to leadership development 
may have increased a sense of ownership by PLC leaders who, in turn, would have been 
better equipped to build a sense of ownership and trust with their colleagues. 
Another missed opportunity was that I could have communicated the importance of 
the role ofthe school principal in PLCs more clearly. I overlooked the importance ofthe role 
of the principal in successful PLCs and it was only upon reflection about what made some of 
our PLCs more successful than others that I understood principal participation as an essential 
component. Some school principals actively joined in the discussions and openly valued the 
work of the PLC but without principal participation and support, PLCs remained an isolated 
piece of school activity rather than an integrated part of the school culture. To encourage 
principals to participate, I might have emphasized PLCs as a unique and time effective 
opportunity to exercise instructional leadership. 
Leadership Learning 
The third focus question I used to frame this study was: What leadership learning 
resulted from this reflective process and how might it be applied as we continue to sustain our 
initiative? One of the most valuable lessons I have learned from leading this initiative has 
been to understand the importance of having a positive culture of trusting relationships within 
school district. Without this culture, positive and lasting change is elusive. When positive, 
trusting relationships are not evident they must be built. Building relationships within a 
school district requires time, patience, and perseverance as well as a constant and unwavering 
message. Improving student learning and achievement through building the capacity of 
teachers was an unwavering theme throughout this initiative and it endures as a leadership 
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lesson that was confinned by this study. 
Full an's ( 1998) concept of tight but loose leadership has also been an invaluable tool 
that I have been mindful of throughout this initiative. Our focus to improve student learning 
and achievement through building the capacity of teachers was a tight goal. This focus did 
not change throughout this study or in the years following the parameters of this study. Using 
PLCs and inquiry as the vehicle to achieve this goal has also remained tight. The methods and 
activities used to achieve this goal were flexible, or loose, as long as they were well 
researched and aligned with the BC curriculum. Fullan's (1998) tight but loose leadership 
approach allowed our district 's focus with this initiative to remain clear but it also allowed 
principals and teachers to customize their approach to meet the needs of their students and 
complement the skills and interests of the teaching staff. 
The leadership learning that I experienced with this initiative also included 
understanding the importance of beginning with a well-defined process. In year one, we had a 
clear understanding of the three big ideas about PLCs from Eaker, Dufour and Dufour (2002). 
However, PLC leaders were still uncertain about how to get started and what conversations 
should occur in their groups. Consequently, after the first year we redefined the process of 
inquiry to structure the work of the PLC. Once this process was in place our PLC leaders felt 
more confident about the effectiveness of collaborative inquiry to improve teaching and 
learning. With the process well-established, some groups later moved beyond this structure 
toward the more organic approach to PLCs described by Mitchell and Sackney (2009). 
However, a structured process was necessary for initial effectiveness and ongoing 
commitment to remain engaged in inquiry. 
Leading this initiative has taught me that important components for successful change 
include beginning with a clear intention, communicating it well, and providing supportive 
processes and structures as needed. Once we achieved common understanding and trust in the 
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purpose of the initiative, flexibility to explore different methods to achieve that purpose 
followed. It was not difficult, then, to trust teachers to help to realize the goal. 
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Finally, my leadership learning included the importance of maintaining a perpetually 
positive attitude. This was relatively easy for me as the Learning Communities Coordinator 
because I completely believed in this initiative from the start. I was able to keep the main 
goal of improving student learning and achievement in the best, most effective way we know, 
by developing the skills of our teachers, at the forefront of all of our work. The important 
piece to remember was not to get impatient and rush to push a focus for learning rather than 
allowing teachers the time to find the right focus for themselves and their students. My 
leadership learning can be summarized in the statement, there is no quickfix. Sustainable and 
meaningful change takes time, commitment, trust, and patience. 
The Interplay ofPLCs, Inquiry, and Culture 
Sometimes a study yields understandings that are broader than the questions identified 
at the beginning to focus the research. In this study, I have come to visualize the interplay 
between PLCs, professional inquiry, and positive school culture (see Figure#). At the centre, 
and connected to all three components working in concert, is improved student learning and 
achievement. The process of developing PLCs is not linear and the components develop 
concurrently over time. 
Early in the study, I recognized the interdependence of PLC collaboration, inquiry, 
and positive school culture as a strong system of adult support for improving student learning. 
However, refining this system in practice required two years of initiation and implementation 
as well as a subsequent period of reflection and years devoted to continuation. To explain the 
interplay, the PLC initiative provided a structure for inquiry that allowed each school to learn 
to generate its own solutions for its own unique problems. As early successes were achieved 
in each school, teachers learned to trust in the process, in each other, and in the power of data 
FOSTERING A CULTURE OF INQUIRY 111 
to inform instruction and improve student learning. These teachers began to see themselves as 
learners and this identity generated a more positive school culture. In turn, a positive culture 
oriented to teacher learning would prove to be a powerful force for the final phase, 
continuation ofthe initiative. 
Professional 
learning 
Community 
Professional 
Inquiry 
School Culture 
Figure 5. The relationship between PLCs, professional inquiry, and school culture. 
The Value of Collaboration 
It may be useful to think ofPLCs as formalized collaboration. A common assertion in 
the literature is that teacher collaboration is necessary for improved practice. Conversely, 
teacher isolation merely maintains the status quo at best and at worst, does not meet the needs 
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of struggling students (Fullan, 2007; Mitchell & Sackney, 2011 ; Eaker et al. , 2002). Another 
commonly accepted truth is that formalized time to collaborate is essential (Fullan, 2007; 
Mitchell & Sackney, 2011 ; Eaker et al. , 2002). PLCs can structure this time with a focus on 
student learning, if participants understand that inquiry is the heart of the process and 
assessment evidence is required to determine success or choose new teaching strategies. PLC 
time may be built into the school timetable or result from creative schemes such as the buddy 
reading routines devised by our teachers. Release time may even involve hiring on-call 
teachers. Whatever the method, without this direct form of support, a common perception is 
that collaboration is not valued and teacher isolation is acceptable. Finally, collaboration must 
be focused and purposeful because collaboration time without a focus is unproductive and 
frustrating for teachers who value their time (Fullan, 2007; Mitchell & Sackney, 20 II , Eaker 
et a!. , 2002). 
Maintaining the explicit focus on improving student learning that is the essence of 
PLCs can be difficult in the midst of the various demands classroom teachers face . If the 
capacity to meet these demands is not supported, teachers can become frustrated . The 
tendency for teachers, in this all too common circumstance, is to close the classroom door to 
outside demands and do their best to teach their students with the resources they have at hand. 
In this defensive state, teachers rely on what Schon ( 1987) referred to as knowing-in-action, 
the habits of practice and experience. 
My view, and the view of many educational researchers, leaders, and practitioners, is 
that uninformed, isolated knowing-in-action is insufficient for improving student learning and 
achievement (Fullan, 2007; Barth, 2001 ; Mitchell & Sackney, 2009; Eaker et al, 2002). In 
spite of the continuous demands teachers face, this study has confirmed my belief that 
teachers need to keep their classroom doors open and make collegial conversations about 
student learning a priority. In order to meet the needs of the diverse students in our 
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classrooms, teachers and administrators need to collaborate with colleagues, engage in new 
learning, and feel supported within a culture of learning. 
Moving Toward Continuation 
The final and most difficult phase of Fullan 's (2007) change process is continuation. 
At this stage it becomes evident whether the innovation has become embedded in the culture 
and will result in sustainable, long term change (Mitchell & Sackney, 2009). As I write this, 
after more than four years we have reached the continuation phase in several schools. Other 
schools are still working toward building a school culture that supports a meaningful PLC 
and focused inquiry about student learning. 
Classroom teachers and PLC leaders have made considerable progress on this 
initiative but, in my view, the district has not yet reached the goal of fully functioning PLCs 
with a well-established and sustainable culture of inquiry among teachers in all schools. 
However, when I consider where this district started in 2009 and compare it to where we are 
now, almost five years later, we are well on our way to having meaningful and powerful 
PLCs with the capacity to make a difference to student learning and achievement. The 
important question is whether continuation will be sustained through inevitable changes in 
leadership. 
Chapter Summary 
This chapter examined the significant work of our teachers, PLC leaders, school 
administrators, and district leaders. It is difficult to maintain the balance between a top down 
district initiative with funding and accountability attached, and bottom up beliefs about the 
factors that really make a difference to student learning. Learning to find this balance is 
valuable because the chasm that sometimes exists between what school district leaders and 
boards of education want from school systems and what teachers see as within their power to 
impact learning can be wide. I have recognized the importance of sharing what we have 
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learned when we see what we have achieved, even though we have not yet reached the 
continuation phase consistently across the district. Through an analysis of the work we have 
done to implement PLCs in all schools to improve student learning and achievement, I have 
learned that implementing sustainable change takes time and perseverance as well as a deep 
understanding of what is being implemented and strong, purposeful leadership. 
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